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Preface

IN ALL ages and human times, ever since our erect and rest-

less species appeared upon the planet, men have been living
with others of their kind in something called societies. Wherever these
societies may be and whatever their chapter of history—whether primi-
tive Polynesian or ancient Egyptian, classical Chinese or contemporary
Russian, medieval English or modern American—they all exhibit com-
mon elements and constant features. These are the elements that give
to society its form and shape, that constitute its structure, and that, in a
word, comprise the social order. It is the first task of a general sociology
to discover these constants, to describe them with an economy of con-
cepts, and to delineate their interrelationships. This is the task to which
the following pages are devoted.

If anyone should wonder why, when we have so many systems of
sociology, it should seem desirable to bring forth yet another one, an
answer can perhaps be found in terms of emphasis and approach. I have
tried to focus the inquiry that follows upon society itself, upon its struc-
ture and its changes, and have avoided concerns that are psychological,
economic, narrowly political, or even anthropological in character. So-
ciology has a scope and a grandeur of its own and it need not, in my
opinion, assume in addition the problems of other disciplines. I hope
that what I have written here will be construed, therefore, as an intro-
duction to systematic sociology, an invitation to pursue for its own sake
the reality that is society, and an effort to introduce into our knowledge
of society the same centrality and significance that characterize the social
order itself.

Like other authors I have more intellectual debts than I can easily
specify. I shall not mention, except by apophasis, my early teachers at
Harvard and Columbia Universities. My students at Wellesley College,
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the University of Illinois, and The City College of New York contributed
insights and observations that I have long since come to regard as my
own. All or a large part of the book has been read in manuscript by
Professors Richard T. LaPiere and Edmund Volkart of Stanford Uni-
versity, by Professor John Ellsworth of Yale University, and by Pro-
fessor Milton L. Barron of The City College of New York. To all of
them I am indebted for helpful suggestions. The advice of Robert W.
Crandall and his colleagues at the McGraw-Hill Book Company merits
more than a word of acknowledgment. For Claire Cook, who edited
the manuscript, I have admiration, affection, and unlimited appreciation.

Three special debts remain. Florian and Eileen Znaniecki encouraged
me to launch the enterprise and served throughout the writing of it as
hard taskmasters and gentle critics. To the wisdom, the eloquence, and
the deep understanding of Robert M. Maclver, I owe more than I can
say.

ROBERT BIERSTEDT
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When we traverse the gallery of history, and observe its motley succession
of fantastic paintings—when we examine in a cursory way the successive
races of mankind, all different and constantly changing, our first impression
is apt to be that the phenomena of social life are incapable of any general
expression or scientific law, and that the attempt to found a system of so-
ciology is wholly chimerical. But the first herdsmen who scanned the starry
heavens, and the first tillers of the soil who essayed to discover the secrets
of plant life, must have been impressed in much the same way by the spar-
kling disorder of the firmament, with its manifold meteors, as well as by the
exuberant diversity of vegetable and animal forms. The idea of explaining
sky or forest by a small number of logically concatenated notions, under the
name of astronomy or biology, had it occurred to them, would have appeared
in their eyes the height of extravagance. And there is no less complexity—
no less real irregularity and apparent caprice—in the world of meteors and
in the interior of the virgin forest, than in the recesses of human history.
GABRIEL TARDE









1 | The Science of Sociology

ALTHOUGH he may be approaching the subject for the first

time, the reader of this book already knows something about
sociology. He has been a member of society throughout his life and has
had continuous personal experience with social relationships. He knows
in addition that he has inherited a long tradition of Western civilization
and that many of his ideas and customs had their origin in prior societies.
Finally, he knows that in some respects he is like all other people, in
certain respects like some other people, and in certain other respects like
no one except himself. All this is sociological knowledge. His participa-
tion in social relationships, his sharing of a social heritage, and his
awareness of the likenesses and differences between people all give him
an insight into the subject that now engages his attention. But they do
not, of course, make him a sociologist. He may not yet know, in fact,
what sociology is, and so we shall begin our discussion with an answer
to this first question.

1. The Story of Sociology

Sociology has a long past but only a short history. Since the dawn of
civilization society has been a subject for speculation and inquiry, along
with every other phenomenon that has agitated the restless and inquisi-
tive mind of man. There is warrant, indeed, for saying that The Republic
of Plato is the greatest of all sociological treatises. But it is only within
the last hundred years that the study of society has become a separate
subject and a separate science.

All of the sciences were once a part of philosophy, that great mother
of the sciences (mater scientiarum), and philosophy embraced all in-
quiry in an undifferentiated fashion. One by one, however, with the
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4 | INTRODUCTION

growth of Western civilization, the various sciences cut the apron strings
that bound them to philosophy and began to pursue scparate and inde-
pendent courses. Astronomy and physics were among the first to break
away, and were followed thereafter by chemistry, biology, and geology.
In the nineteenth century two new sciences appeared: psychology, or the
science of human behavior; and sociology, or the science of human so-
ciety. Thus, what had once been cosmology, a subdivision of philosophy,
became astronomy; what had once been natural philosophy became the
science of physics; what had once been mental philosophy, or the philoso-
phy of mind, became the science of psychology; and what had once
been social philosophy, or the philosophy of history, became the science
of sociology. To the ancient mother, philosophy, still belong several im-
portant kinds of inquiry, but the sciences themselves are no longer
studied as subdivisions of philosophy.

Various strains and tendencies, some intellectual and some ethical,
combined to form the science of sociology. Two of major importance
are, on the one hand, an interest in social welfare and social reform and,
on the other, an interest in the philosophy of history. How these to-
gether produced something called sociology is a fascinating story, but
one that cannot be told in an introductory text. It will suffice for the
student to know that these separatec and indeed somewhat disparate
strains entered into the formation of this new science. In the United
States particularly, in contrast to the European countries, sociology has
been associated, especially in the public mind, with an effort to improve
the social conditions of mankind and as an active agency in eradicuting
the problems of crime, delinquency, prostitution, unemployment, pov-
erty, conflict, and war. That this identification is not currently correct, or
is correct in only a very special and partial sense, will become clear
as we proceed.

In the nineteenth century a French philosopher named Comte worked
out, in a series of books, a general approach to the study of society. He
believed that the sciences follow one another in a definite and logical
order and that all inquiry goes through certain stages, arriving finally at
the last, or scientific, stage. He thought that it was time for all inquiries
into social problems and social phenomena to enter this last stage and so
he recommended that the study of society become the science of society.

The name that Comte gave to this new science was “sociology,” and
this, from a number of points of view, was an unfortunate choice.
“Sociology” is comprised of two words: socius, meaning companion or
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associate; and logos, meaning word. Thus, the term formed from these
two parts means talking about society, as geology (geos, earth) means
talking about the earth; biology (bios, life), talking about life; and
anthropology (anthropos, man), talking about man. Unfortunately,
however, socius is a Latin word and logos is a Greek word, and the
name of our science is thus an “illegitimate” offspring of two languages.
Jobn Stuart Mill, another philosopher and social thinker of the nine-
teenth century, proposed the word “ethology” for the new science. This
term at least had the merit of being all Greek, but apparently it never
appealed to other writers. When, in the latter half of the century,
Herbert Spencer developed his systematic study of society and frankly
adopted the word “sociology” in the title of his work—on the ground
that “the convenience and suggestiveness of our symbols are of more
importance than the legitimacy of their derivation” *—it became the per-
manent name of the new science, and sociology, especially with Spencer’s
own contributions, was well launched on its career.

Sociology experienced a rapid development in the twentieth century,
most notably in France, Germany, and the United States, although it ad-
vanced in somewhat different directions in the three countries. In spite
of the fact that both Mill and Spencer were Englishmen, the development
of sociology as such, for some reason, has been nowhere near so rapid or
so extensive in England. In this country Yale, Columbia, and Chicago,
followed closely by the Middle Western universities, were in the van-
guard of a vigorous sociological movement and today sociology is firmly
established in American universities. All major American universities
offer instruction in the subject and all but one have independent depart-
ments of sociology. Most American colleges also include sociology in
their departmental organizations and curricula.

When it is recalled, however, that none of this American development
significantly antedates the twentieth century, that Harvard, the oldest of
American universities, had no department of sociology until 1930, and
that Princeton still has no independent department, it can easily be ap-
preciated how new the science of sociology is. It is not yet in all respects
a mature science, and the student will find in it, therefore, more diver-
gent points of view and perhaps less system than in such older sciences
as physics, astronomy, and biology.

1 “preface,” Principles of Sociology, vol. L.
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2. Sociology and the Other Sciences

In order to acquire some understanding of the kind of science sociology
is, it will be helpful to locate it in the scientific universe and to exhibit
its relations with the other academic disciplines. Sociology is first of all
a social science and not a natural science. One must exercise considerable
caution, however, in interpreting this statement, for the phenomena that
sociologists study, that is, social phenomena, are just as natural as are
those, for example, that the physicist studies. There is nothing artificial,
preternatural, or supernatural about social phenomena; if there were
they would clude investigation by the ordinary methods of scientific in-
quiry. Social phenomena are as natural as the phenomena of magnetism,
gravitation, and electricity, and a modern city is as natural as an anthill,

For reasons of administrative convenience, however, the sciences are
divided into two large arcas: those that deal with the physical universe,
including astronomy, physics, chemistry, geology, biology, and others;
and those that deal with the social universe, In this division sociology
clearly belongs with the social sciences, along with history, economics,
political science, and jurisprudence (the science of law). That this divi-
sion is more administrative than logical can be seen in the fact that some
sciences do not clearly fit into one or the other of these categories, but
rather cut across them—for example, psychology, geography, and an-
thropology, all three of which consider both physical and social facts,
There are, for example, both physiological and social psychology, both
physical and cultural geography, and both physical and cultural (or so-
cial) anthropology. But there is no physiological or physical sociology,
so that in this sense sociology is clearly a social science.

1t is more difficult to distinguish sociology from the various social sci-
ences because here the distinction is frequently one that concerns not only
differences in the content, or the area of investigation, but also differences
in the degree of emphasis given certain aspects of the same content, or,
more especially, the diffcrent ways in which the same content is ap-
proached and investigated. Furthermore, some of these relationships
have been matters of controversy both within and without the sociolog-
ical profession. There are those, for example, who would say that so-
ciology is the basic social science, of which all the others are subdivisions.
There are others who claim, with equal confidence, that sociology is a
specialized science of social phenomena, as specialized in its interests as
are economics and political science. Again, some sociologists profess to
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see in their discipline the closest possible relations with psychology and
anthropology, whereas others say that logically relations are just as close,
if not closer, with history, economics, and government. We cannot discuss
these controversies in detail. We shall, instead, merely caution the stu-
dent that the position outlined in the following preliminary pages may
not find universal agreement among sociologists and that, if he later un-
dertakes advanced work in sociology, he will inevitably expose himself
to different points of view.

Let us consider first the relationship between history and sociology.
Both are social sciences and both are concerned with human activities and
events. History is concerned primarily with the record of the past. The
historian wants to describe, as accurately as possible, what actually hap-
pened to man during the long period he has lived on earth, and especially
in that period since he began to live in cities and to have, in effect, a civi-
lization. He wants an accurate description of events, which he then re-
lates to one another in a time sequence so that he can have a continuous
story from the past to the present. The historian, however, is not satis-
fied with mere description; he seeks also to learn the causes of these
events, to understand the past—not only how it has been (wie es eigent-
lich gewesen ist, in von Ranke’s famous phrase) but also how it came to
be. Nevertheless he is, in a sense, interested in events for their own sake.
He wants to know everything there is to know about them and to de-
scribe them in all their unique individuality.

The sociologist, on the other hand, though using to all intents and
purposes the same record of the past, is interested in events only in so
far as they exemplify social processes resulting from the interaction and
association of men in various situations and under various conditions; that
is, he is not interested in events themselves but rather in the patterns that
they exhibit. The historian, in other words, interests himself in the
unique, the particular, the individual; the sociologist in the regular, the
recurrent, and the universal. Although the statement is much too simple,
it would not be too far wrong, as a working approximation, to say that
history occupies itself with the differences in similar events, sociology
with the similarities in different events.

To take a few examples, the historian is interested in the Pelopon-
nesian War, the Norman Conquest, the Hundred Years’ War, the Wars of
the Roses, the Thirty Years’ War, the Napoleonic Wars, the War be-
tween the States, the two world wars of the twentieth century, and all of
the other wars within recorded time. The sociologist is interested in none
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of these wars as such, but in war itself as a social phenomenon, as one
kind of conflict between social groups. Similarly, the sociologist is in-
terested in neither the American Revolution, the French Revolution, nor
the Russian Revolution, but in revolution in general as a social phe-
nomenon, as another kind of conflict between social groups. Finally, as a
third example, the historian and biographer are both interested in the
lives and careers of famous men—military, political, religious, scientific,
and other leaders—whereas the sociologist is interested not in the men
themselves but in the phenomenon of leadership, because it is a phe-
nomenon that appears in almost all social groups.

In summary, then, history and sociology may be distinguished most
simply and clearly by the observation that the former is a purticularizing
or individualizing discipline, the latter a generalizing one. History is a
descriptive discipline; sociology an analytical one. History investigates
the unique and the individual; sociology the regular and the recurrent.
An cvent that has occurred only once in the human past is of no so-
ciological significance unless it can be related to a pattern of events that
repeat themselves generation after generation, historical period after
historical period, and human group after human group. If the past is con-
ceived of as a continuous cloth unrolling through the centuries, history is
interested in the individual threads and strands that make it up, sociology
in the patterns it exhibits.

It is casier to distinguish sociology from such other social sciences as
economics, political science (or government), and jurisprudence. Each of
these sciences occupies itself with a special sector of human experience.
Economics, for example, investigates all the phenomena that have to do
with business, with getting and spending, with producing and consuming,
and with distributing the resources of the world. Political science, simi-
larly, investigates the ways in which men govern themselves—or are gov-
erned—and attempts to explain the intricacies and complexities of gov-
ernments. Jurisprudence occupies itself with the law and investigates its
origin, its nature, and its changes. And so on for the other social sciences
of this kind. All of them may thus be called special social sciences inas-
much as they limit their focus of interest and their area of direct investiga~
tion to special kinds of events and experiences. Economic relationships,
political relationships, and legal relationships, however, are also social
relationships, and this circumstance has stimulated the controversy about
whether sociology is a general or a special social science to which we re-
ferred above and to which we shall return in a following section.
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Two other contemporary sciences that are closely related to sociology
are psychology and anthropology. Indeed, the relationships here are so
intimate that some writers would discourage any attempt to differentiate
them and at one prominent university the three sciences appear together
in one department of social relations. Nevertheless, for the introductory
student it is useful to recognize that the orientations and emphases of
these sciences are somewhat different and that, although students of
any one of them need to know as much as possible about the other
two, the three are still separate sciences, with different origins and tradi-
tions and with somewhat different approaches to the general subject of
man and society.

Psychology, as the science of behavior, occupies itself principally and
primarily with the individual. It is interested in his intelligence and his
learning, his motivations and his memory, his nervous system and his
reaction time, his hopes and his fears, and the order and disorder of his
mind. Social psychology, which serves as a bridge between psychology
and sociology, maintains a primary interest in the individual but con-
cerns itself with the way in which the individual behaves in his social
groups, how he behaves collectively with other individuals, and how his
personality is a function both of his basic physiological and tempera-
mental equipment and of the social and cultural influences to which
he is exposed.

Sociology, in contrast, has no primary interest in the individual, nor in
his personality, nor in his behavior, but concerns itself rather with the na-
ture of the groups to which individuals belong and the nature of the
societies in which they live. If psychology and social psychology are pri-
marily concerned with the behavior of individuals, sociology is inter-
ested in the social forms and structures within which this behavior takes
place. This separation is difficult, and it is easy to oversimplify it, but
the student will not be far wrong if he observes that psychology studies
the individual, social psychology the individual in his social groups, and
sociology the groups themselves and the larger society that surrounds us
all.

Anthropology, which means literally the science of man, is another
discipline so closely related to sociology that the two are frequently in-
distinguishable. In 2 number of universities anthropology and sociology
are administratively organized into one department. Both sciences con-
cern themselves with human societies. Anthropology, however, tradi-
tionally directs its attention to uncivilized societies, to societies whose
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members cannot read or write, to primitive or “folk” societies. And in
studying these societies, the anthropologist investigates not only their
forms of social organization and social relationship, which are of primary
interest to the sociologist, but also their economics, religion, government,
language, legends, and customs, as well as the personalities of their
inhabitants.

Sociology, on the other hand, has limited its direct attention to his-
torical societies, to societies that are complex rather than simple, to so-
cieties, in short, whose members can read and write. Since these societies
are complex the sociologist does not study their economy as such, nor
their religion, nor their government, nor their language and literature
and science, but rather the social organization, the social structure, and
the social matrix within which these various phenomena appear. The
anthropologist has had to do the work with respect to nonliterate socie-
ties that all social scientists—sociologists, economists, political scientists,
students of religion, law, science, philosophy, and so on—have done to-
gether with respect to modern civilized societies. There is thus a division
of labor involved in the study of literate societies that would be neither
practicable nor necessary in the study of the nonliterate.

In placing sociology in relation to these other social sciences, the stu-
dent is invited to observe several cautions. In the first place, as has often
been said, every label is a kind of a libel, and what a scholar or scientist
happens to call himself—psychologist, anthropologist, historian, sociolo-
gist, philosopher—may provide no adequate insight into the nature of
the problems with which he wrestles and earnestly tries to solve. There
are problems common to many disciplines and problems too that appear
on the boundary lines between them. Furthermore, psychologists, philoso-
phers, anthropologists, and historians have all made contributions to
sociology. Mathematicians have written books on history, biologists on
ethics, philosophers on law, and students of law on anthropology. And
sociologists, in turn, have made contributions to other disciplines. The
modern tendency is to break the barriers that separate the learned disci-
plines and sciences and to encourage specialists in many fields to concen-
trate their efforts upon common problem areas rather than isolated bodies
of content.

In the second place, the present articulation of the sciences is attrib-
utable in some instances to history rather than to an inherent logic; that
is, in the historical development of the disciplines, some of them became
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differentiated from philosophy at earlier stages than did others and thus
have enjoyed a longer relative independence and an earlier recognition.
In the third place, the sciences are frequently separated or put together
for reasons of convenient administration in universities and colleges. In
some universities, as has been said, sociology is closely associated with
history, economics, and government; in others with psychology and an-
thropology; in still others with philosophy.

There is in the modern world, in short, a bewildering array of separate
sciences, many of them studying somewhat similar phenomena from some-
what different points of view. Sociology is one among many others. Hav-
ing offered this brief account of its relations with its sister sciences—its
external relations so to speak—we turn now to some observations about
sociology itself and its internal structure.

3. The Nature of Sociology

If we look at sociology now from the point of view of its internal logical
characteristics, we shall again be provided with clues that will help to lo-
cate the subject for us and to indicate what kind of science it is. We have
already shown that sociology is a social and not a natural science. This,
however, as will be elaborated further below, is a distinction in content
and not in method. It serves to distinguish those sciences that deal with
the physical universe from those that deal with the social universe. It
particularly distinguishes sociology from astronomy, physics, chemistry,
geology, biology, and all of their subdivisions.

In the second place, sociology is a categorical, not a normative, disci-
pline; that is, it confines itself to statements about what is, not what
should be or ought to be. As a science, sociology is necessarily silent
about questions of value; it cannot decide the directions in which society
ought to go, and it makes no recommendations on matters of social
policy. This is not to say that sociological knowledge is useless for pur-
poses of social and political judgment, but only that sociology cannot it-
self deal with problems of good and evil, right and wrong, better or
worse, or any others that concern human values. Sociology can and does,
in a categorical fashion, state that at a certain time and in a certain
place a particular group of people adhered to certain values; but it can-
not, in normative fashion, decide whether these people ought to have
held these values in preference to others. There is no sociological war-
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rant, nor indeed any other kind of scientific warrant, for preferences in
values. It is this canon that distinguishes sociology, as a science, from so-
cial and political philosophy and from ethics and religion.

Closely related to the above point is a third canon, and one that it is
sometimes difficult for the student to grasp. Sociology is a pure science, not
an applied science. The immediate goal of sociology is the acquisition of
knowledge about human society, not the utilization of that knowledge.
Physicists do not build bridges, physiologists do not treat people afflicted
with pneumonia, and chemists do not fill prescriptions at the corner
drugstore.? Similarly, sociologists do not determine questions of public
policy, do not tell legislators what laws should be passed or repealed,
and do not dispense relief to the ill, the lame, the blind, the delinquent, or
the poverty-stricken. Sociology, as a pure science, is engaged in the ac-
quisition of knowledge that will be useful to the administrator, the
legislator, the diplomat, the teacher, the foreman, the supervisor, the so-
cial worker, and the citizen. But sociologists do not themselves—except,
of course, in their own capacity as citizens—apply the knowledge that it
is their duty and profession to acquire. Sociology thus stands in the same
relation to administration, legislation, diplomacy, teaching, supervision,
social work, and citizenship, as physics does to engineering, physiology to
medicine, jurisprudence to law, astronomy to navigation, chemistry to
pharmacy, and biology to plant and animal husbandry. Sociology is
clearly and definitely concerned with acquiring the knowledge about so-
ciety that can be used to solve some of the world’s problems, but it is not
itself an applied science. These comments mean neither that sociological
knowledge is useless mor that it is impractical. They mean only that
there is a division of labor involved and that the persons who acquire
sociological knowledge are not always those who can use it best, and that
those who use it are not usually those who have the time, the energy,
and the training to acquire it.

In some countries, and particularly in the United States, the pure sci-
entist has frequently been an object of suspicion. Even Einstein, for ex~
ample, was denounced as a “faker” by ignorant columnists and poli-
ticians. It should not be forgotten, however, as the great teacher of
philosophy Morris R. Cohen was fond of pointing out, that purely
theoretical contributions to astronomy and mathematics, by increasing

2 Except in England, where pharmacists are called chemists.
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the precision of navigation, have saved more lives at sea than amy pos-
sible improvements in the carpentry of lifeboats.

The relations between the pure and applied sciences can be seen more
clearly, perhaps, if we juxtapose them in the following fashion:

PURE SCIENCES APPLIED SCIENCES

Physics Engineering

Astronomy Navigation

Mathematics Accounting

Chemistry Pharmacy

Physiology Medicine

Political science Politics

Jurisprudence Law

Zoology Animal husbandry

Botany Agriculture

Geology Petroleum engineering

History Journalism

Economics Business

Sociology Administration, diplomacy,
social work

The relations between these two groups of sciences are not always as
direct as the table indicates and not always quite the same in a logical
sense.? In addition, each of the pure sciences has many more applications
than are represented in the right-hand column and each applied discipline
draws from more than one pure science on the left. Nevertheless, the
table is useful in showing that sociology clearly belongs to one of these
groups of sciences and not to the other. It is especially desirable to em-
phasize this point because, in the United States at least, sociology has fre-
quently been associated in the public mind with social work, with social
welfare, with the improvement of the conditions of the poor, and even,
sometimes, with socialism.

A fourth characteristic of sociology is that it is a relatively abstract
science and not a concrete one. This does not mean that it is unnecessarily
complicated or unduly difficult. It means merely that sociology is not in-
terested in the concrete manifestations of human events but rather in the
form that they take and the patterns they assume. We said, for example,
in distinguishing sociology from history, that sociology was concerned,

8 History and journalism, for example, are not sciences in the sense of the
others.
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not with particular wars and revolutions, but with war and revolution in
general as social phenomena, as repeatable and recurrent processes in
history, as types of social conflict. Similarly, sociology is not interested
in any particular concrete organization, such as the United States Steel
Corporation, Columbia University, the United States Navy, the Roman
Catholic Church, the New York Yankees, Rotary International, Metro-
Goldwyn-Mayer, or the American Philosophical Society, but rather in the
fact that men organize themselves into associations of this kind in order
to pursue certain interests and in the relations between such associations
and social groups of various other types. Again, sociology is not interested
in the Russians, the English, the Kwakiutl, the Spaniards, the Italians,
the French, the Arabs, the Dobuans, the Eskimo, the Andaman Island-
ers—or the Texans—as such, but in the fact that all of these people, no
matter how diverse their origins and no matter how disparate their be-
liefs and attitudes and ways of doing things, have nevertheless formed
themselves into human societies that exhibit, in all places, the same gen-
eral structural characteristics. It is in this simple sense that sociology is
an abstract and not a concrete science.

A fifth characteristic of sociology, also mentioned above, is that it is a
generalizing and not a particularizing or individualizing science. It seeks
general laws or principles about human interaction and association,
about the nature, form, content, and structure of human groups and so-
cieties, and not, as in the case of history, complete and comprehensive de-
scriptions of particular societies or particular events. It is interested, not in
the discrete historical fact that Italy under Mussolini once made war upon
the Ethiopians, but in the sociological principle that external aggression
is one way to intensify the internal solidarity of a group, a principle of
which the Ethiopian conquest is only one of many thousands of exam-
ples.

A sixth characteristic of sociology is that it is both a rational and an
empirical science. Since this is a methodological issue we shall ignore it
here and consider it instead in the next section, which is devoted to the
method of sociology.

Finally, a seventh characteristic of sociology is that it is a general
and not a special social science. Although this distinction has been a mat-
ter of some controversy among sociologists themselves, as suggested
above, it seems fairly clear that social relationships and social interac-
tions between people occur in all the affairs of human life, whether
these affairs are primarily economic or political or religious or recrea~
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tional or legal or intellectual, and that there is no separate category of
the social apart from all of these others, except those relations of “polite
acquaintance” that are called social in a narrower sense. In other words,
sociology studies those phenomena that are common to all human inter-
action. This point may be clarified by the following formula:*

Economic a, b; c, d: e, f
Political a b,c, g hi
Religious a, b,c, j k1
Legal a b, c,m n o
Recreational a b, c, pgr

In all of these phenomena, whether economic or political or religious, the
same a, b, ¢ occur. These are the social factors, the factors that they all
have in common. It is on this level that sociology operates, and it does not,
of course, investigate economic, political, religious, or any other special
kind of phenomena as such. Note that we do not say that sociology is
the basic social science—this is too large and imperialistic a claim—nor
that it is the general social science—this claim can also be made by social
psychology and anthropology—but only that it is a general rather than a
special social science and is interested in social factors no matter what
the context in which they occur. The focus of sociology may be a special
one, as is the focus of every other science, but its area of inquiry is
general.

We may now, for quick reference, arrange these categories or canons
in a series of opposing pairs and underline those logical characteristics
that pertain to sociology:

Social Natural
Categorical Normative
Pure Applied
Abstract  Concrete
Generalizing Particularizing®
Rational Empirical
General Special

4 This formula is taken, with modifications, from Pitirim A. Sorokin, Society,
Culture, and Personality, Harper & Brothers, New York, 1948, p. 7.

5 These categories, generalizing and particularizing, are sometimes called
“nomothetic” and “idiographic” respectively.
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Sociology is thus a social, a categorical, a pure, an abstract, a generalizing,
both a rational and an empirical, and a general science.

4. The Method of Sociology

There are many approaches to the human scene, ranging from philos-
ophy to journalism. They include vast and abstract tomes on man and
society in general; large and comprehensive volumes of history; miscel-
laneous compilations of statistics; magazines, newspapers, and periodicals
of every description; and literature of many kinds, ranging from the
poetry of Homer and Dante and Milton and Shakespeare to the latest
novels on the best-seller lists. Indeed, in any age, and particularly perhaps
in the present one, novelists contribute insights that are sometimes of pro-
found sociological significance as they write about various buman com-
munities and sectors of society, and about the men and women who ex-
perience the trials and terrors, the hopes and fears, the joys and miseries
that are all a part of our common human lot. One characteristic, among
others, which distinguishes sociology from all of these other approaches
is its method, the manner in which it approaches its problems.

As we noted above in talking about the story of sociology, the special
sciences were once a part of philosophy. The moment in history—ac-
tually a time span of greater or less duration—at which they were able
to declare their independence from the mother discipline was the moment
when they adopted the method of science in the pursuit of their investiga-
tions. Sociology, as we have seen, did not achieve this independence until
late in the nineteenth century. Since that time sociologists have tried,
with ever-increasing diligence and care, to apply the scientific method to
the study of society, in the hope that sociology could contribute its share
to the sum total of human knowledge. What then is the scientific method
and how is it used in the study of society?

Science has tremendous prestige in the modern world. In the popular
imagination the scientist is a somewhat remote and obscure figure, a man
who putters nearsightedly about a laboratory, who keeps irregular hours,
and who is somewhat untidy in his personal habits. He is not, like
“normal” people, trying to earn his first million dollars, and he spends
his time delving into problems so “deep” and mysterious that they elude
the comprehension of the common man. This stereotype, fostered largely
by the movies and by the magazines, is as true and as false as most
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stereotypes.® Actually, a scientist, whatever his field of inquiry, is a man
who is engaged in the application of a rigorous method in the pursuit of
knowledge.

Science is sometimes, though mistakenly, associated with a particular
body of content. Thus, it is believed that in order to be a scientist a
man must study protons, neutrons, electrons, atoms, molecules, microbes,
viruses, plant molds, bodies, antibodies, stars, cells, rocks, rats, skeletons,
or skulls. According to this view anyone who studies human beings and
their social groupings, whether in the form of governments, business
corporations, families, mobs, crowds, races, or religions, is not considered
a scientist. This identification of science with particular kinds of content,
particular areas of investigation, or special kinds of problems, however,
is old-fashioned. Today it is generally agreed that science is not a body
of content but a method of approach to any content—the only method,
some would say, that results in the discovery of verifiable truth.

As a method of approach to the investigation of any phenomenon
whatever, science implies primarily an attitude of mind, an attitude dis-
tinguished by adherence to several principles. Among these principles are
objectivity, relativism, ethical neutrality, parsimony, and skepticism,
which we shall discuss in order.

Objectivity means that the conclusions arrived at as the result of in-
quiry and investigation are independent of the race, color, creed, occupa-
tion, nationality, religion, moral preferences, and political predispositions
of the investigator. If his research is truly objective it is independent of
any subjective elements, any personal desires, that he may have. This kind
of objectivity is difficult to achieve, because factors of many varieties
distort the processes of inquiry. The classic statement of the factors, or
biases, that may enter into the pursuit of knowledge and prejudice its
objectivity was made by the English philosopher Francis Bacon (1561-
1626) in the first book of his Novum Organum. He called them “idols™
and arranged them in four classes—Idols of the Tribe, Idols of the Cave,
Idols of the Market Place, and Idols of the Theater. Although Bacon’s
choice of words sounds somewhat quaint in our day, his classification has
never been excelled.

The Idols of the Tribe are the mistakes we make because we are hu-

¢ In a later chapter we shall have something to say about the human tendency
to indulge in stereotypes and the effect of these stereotypes upon social inter-
action.
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man beings, belong to our own tribe or species, as it were, and have cer-
tain natural human tendencies. It is a human tendency, for example, to
believe what we want to believe and to disbelieve what displeases us.
In seeking to prove a proposition, we find it easy to look for confirming
evidence and to disregard or to avoid any evidence that seems to disprove
it. One of the greatest of modern scientists, the careful and patient
Charles Darwin, was highly aware of this “idol,” and he therefore took
special pains to record in his notebook observations that did not at first
fit into his theory. He knew that he would remember the confirming
evidence and tend to forget the rest.

The second class of idols, the Idols of the Cave, are the mistakes we
make, not simply because we are human beings, but because we are par-
ticular kinds of human beings. Each of us inhabits a kind of a cave, and
when we peer timidly at the world outside its mouth, we see only what
the experiences encountered in our own particular cave have conditioned
us to see. Some of us are liberals and some conservatives, some pros-
perous and some poor, some Americans and some Russians, some East-
erners and some Middle Westerners, and so on. This bias might be called
the sociological idol, for it indicates the manner in which our social
experiences and group affiliations influence the problems we choose to in-
vestigate, the evidence we select as probative, and the conclusions at
which we arrive. Aware of this source of bias, officials of the Carnegie
Foundation, when they wanted, a few years ago, to support a definitive
study of the Negro problem in America, chose a Swedish senator and
sociologist, Gunnar Myrdal, to do the job, not because he was necessarily
a better sociologist than the leading American sociologists, but because,
being a foreigner, he could approach the problem without the initial
biases that an American—Northern or Southern, Negro or white—
would be likely to have.

The third class of biases, the Idols of the Market Place, are, as Bacon
himself said, the most troublesome of all. These are the errors that affiict
us because of our choice and use of words. Words are like women—
seductive, inconsistent, unpredictable, frequently faithless, and full of
hidden meanings. We cannot think at all without words and often can-
not think straight because of them. Since straight thinking is essential in
science, contemporary scientists have become acutely conscious of the
words they use and try in all possible ways to avoid the distortions that
result from expression and communication by language. John Locke
(1632-1704), another English philosopher and a master of English
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prose as well, had the following to say about this problem in his Essay
concerning Human Understanding:

For language being the great conduit, whereby men convey
their discoveries, reasonings, and knowledge, from one to an-
other, he that makes an ill use of it, though he does not cor-
rupt the fountains of knowledge, which are in things them-
selves, yet he does, as much as in him lie, break or stop the
pipes whereby it is distributed to the public use and advantage
of mankind.

The problem of language is so serious in sociology that we shall devote
a few additional comments to it in a later section.

The last of the idols, the Idols of the Theater, are the mistakes we
make because of “received opinion,” that is, because of the human tend-
ency to assume that the older an idea is, or the more familiar, or the
larger the number of people who believe it, the greater chance it has of
being true. It is hard to disabuse oneself of the notion that age and
familiarity lend respectability or validity to a belief; and if millions of
people accept a doctrine without question, it is difficult, even in the face
of contrary evidence, to state that it is false. The popular saying “Fifty
million Frenchmen can’t be wrong” is an example, in capsule form, of
an Idol of the Theater. The greatest scientists in our Western tradition,
men like Copernicus and Newton and Darwin and Einstein, have been
men who have had the intellectual courage to question the beliefs of
their predecessors and, even more important, to doubt the premises on
which they were based. Scientific truth is not a matter of majority vote,
and universally accepted premises are sometimes the most dangerous of
all. Neither age nor universal acceptance nor self-evidence” nor yet in-
deed common sense suffices to validate a notion or a doctrine or an idea
for which present evidence is lacking.

Although we shall have occasion to comment later on the difficulties
associated with satisfying the criterion of objectivity in the study of social
phenomena, we want nevertheless to say at this point that science knows
no boundaries of nation or politics, of region or religion, of color or
class. The law of gravitation works in San Francisco and Stalingrad, in

7Bertrand Russell once said, in a statement which merits reflection, that
“when self-evidence is alleged as a ground for belief, that implies that doubt
has crept in, and that our self-evident proposition has not always resisted the
assaults of scepticism.” Analysis of Mind, George Allen & Unwin, Ltd., Lon-
don, 1921, p. 263.
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Johannesburg and Montreal. Freely falling bodies fall with the same
velocity in Spain and in Samoa, in Montenegro and Montana. The law
of probability works equally well with people and with plants, with sand
and stars, with bullets and ballots. Science is universal and international.
There is therefore no such thing as a Russian genetics, an English mathe-
matics, a Chinese chemistry, a Negro botany, a Republican physiology, a
Socialist meteorology, a Catholic physics, or a Protestant sociology. Soci-
ological principles, like all scientific principles, are true or false in in-
dependence of their origin and in independence of the race, religion,
nationality, or politics of the scientists who happen to discover them.

Relativism, the second of our characteristics of the scientific attitude,
means merely that the conclusions the scientist arrives at are never con-
sidered permanent, universal, and absolute truths. He is never tempted to
spell “truth” with a capital “T”; he knows that the propositions with
which he operates today are subject to question tomorrow and that new
evidence can wreck the most cherished notions. Because science, for this
reason, is the only self-correcting discipline, it is the most reliable method
of acquiring knowledge. Science, in other words, has no notions so sa-
cred, no propositions so privileged, no truths so absolute that they are
not subject to change when new evidence arises to challenge them. A
scientific truth is true only until further notice.

Ethical neutrality, the third of the properties that belong to a scientific
attitude of mind, means that the scientist, in his professional capacity,
does not take sides on issues of moral or ethical significance. We sug-
gested earlier in this chapter that sociology is a categorical science and
not a normative one, and this distinction, in essence, is the same point
that we wish to make here. The scientist, as such, has no ethical, reli-
gious, political, literary, philosophical, moral, or marital preferences.
That he has these preferences as a citizen makes it all the more important
that he dispense with them as a scientist. As a scientist he is interested
not in what is right or wrong or good or evil, but only in what is true or
false.

No science can tell a man whether to vote for a Republican or a
Democrat, whether to join a Catholic or a Protestant church, whether to
move to the country or remain in the city, whether to become a colonel
or a conscientious objector, whether to make a hydrogen bomb or not
to make it. Problems of this kind have nothing to do with the office and
function of science. Science, and particularly sociological science, can of
course indicate the consequences of alternative decisions. But it cannot it-
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self decide. Science, on the contrary, attempts to accumulate the knowl-

" edge that will make decisions of personal and of public policy as sensible
and as reasonable as possible in the circumstances in which the necessity
for them arises. Failure to appreciate this property of science has resulted
in much confusion. It is essential to recognize that, as important as it is,
science is nevertheless a limited enterprise. It cannot legitimately answer
all of the questions of the universe. It can, and does, attempt to answer
certain categorical questions. On normative questions it necessarily pre-
serves a silence.

Parsimony has something to do with simplicity. It means that when
one explanation is adequate to explain a phenomenon, two or more are
superfluous. When the movement of the branches of a tree in a wind-
storm can be explained by natural forces, it is unnecessary and undesir-
able to explain the movement also by supposing that a spirit or sprite
lives in the trunk of the tree and agitates its branches when he is angry.
This principle of parsimony was stated in the Middle Ages by William
of Occam and, in the following form, is known as Occam’s Razor: Entia
non multiplicanda sunt praeter necessitatem (Entities ought not to be
multiplied beyond necessity). As an example of this principle we may re-
call that in the seventeenth century two chemists named Stahl and
Becher proposed a theory of combustion, according to which something
called phlogiston is present in fire and makes it burn. After the discovery
of oxygen by Priestley, the phlogiston theory was no longer needed and
was consequently dropped from the explanation of combustion, though
not without hesitation and reluctance by the chemists who had become
accustomed to it. Occam’s Razor, one might say, is used to shave the
metaphysical stubble off the physiognomy of science.

The final characteristic of the scientific attitude of mind is skepticism.
This does not mean skepticism for its own sake, which would lead to in-
action and absurdity, but simply a willingness, if not indeed an eagerness,
to question everything before accepting it and especially those things for
which there is insufficient evidence. The scientist, in popular parlance, is
always “from Missouri.” He has to be shown. One of the most important
questions that the scientist can ask is, “What is the evidence?” If there is
none, or if it is inadequate, the theory is discarded or held in abeyance.
Skepticism, in short, as George Santayana has so eloquently reminded us,
is the chastity of the intellect and should be preserved through a long
youth. It is an attitude of mind without which science cannot maintain
its self-correcting features.
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In addition to objectivity, relativism, ethical neutrality, parsimony,
and skepticism, several other attitudes characterize the scientific enter-
prise, including a humility before the facts no matter how stubborn or
intransigent they may happen to be, a willingness to expose one’s con-
clusions to all the force of contrary and even hostile criticism, and a reso-
lution that enables one to work arduously over long periods of time with
no apparent results. These attributes pertain to all inquiry that merits
the name of science, no matter what the specific problem under investiga-
tion.

Now sociology is obviously not an exact science. Special difficulties ap-
pear in attempts to apply the scientific method to the study of social
phenomena. It is much more difficult, for example, for a scientist who
studies the processes of society to maintain his objectivity than it is for a
scientist who studies the processes of nature. For the sociologist stands in
a peculiar relationship to his material, a relationship from whose con-
straints the astronomer, the physicist, the chemist, and the biologist are
all relatively free.

Natural scientists are never a part of the problem they investigate.
They begin their inquiries from a point of vantage that is wholly external
to their data. The stars have no sentiments, the atoms no anxieties that
have to be taken into account. Observation is objective with little effort
on the part of the scientist to make it so. The binocular parallax may, of
course, confound the observation of sidereal motions, the temperature of
the chemist’s body may introduce an extraneous variable into a precise
experiment, and individual differences may produce constant errors in a
series of detailed measurements. But these errors are known, their effects
can be measured, and their influences can be subtracted from the total
score. In addition, the variables in these observations and experiments
can be limited and controlled. In few cases does the scientist himself be-
come a factor in the inquiry. It is only when he has to use language to
communicate the results of his investigations that there is an opportunity
for social and subjective factors to intrude, and this opportunity is re-
duced by the use of a mathematical symbolism.

The sociologist, on the other hand, stands in no such fortunate rela-
tionship to his material. He is from the beginning completely immersed
in his data. He is always in some sense a part of the phenomenon he is
investigating. He is always, in the same sense, a participant observer of
the processes he studies, never an external one. For him that extra-
dimensionality that is synonymous with objectivity is a goal to be
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achieved, not a condition given in his scientific situation. The spectacles
through which he peers at the social process, the categories in which he
arranges his manifold and complex data, and the language in which he
announces his results are all products of a particular society at a partic-
ular time and place. He himself is a product of his society, and conforms,
consciously or unconsciously, to its folkways and mores, its institutions
and laws, its customs and ideologies, its canons of evidence. This is one
of the reasons why not even the past is stable and why, for example,
history needs continuously to be rewritten.

The sociologist has to strive, therefore, for an awareness of the biases
and prejudices inherent in his own society, lest they interfere with his
neutrality and color his conclusions. Without the constant diligence that
alone can bring objectivity to his enterprise, the sociologist ceases to be a
scientist and becomes only another variety of special pleader, susceptible
to the patterns of his own cultural island and to the interests of the
groups to which he happens to belong.®

Two other methodological issues require a brief word in this introduc-
tory chapter. The first concerns the assertion, made in the preceding sec-
tion, that sociology is both a rational and an empirical science. The sense
in which this is true will now be examined. There are two broad avenues
of approach to scientific knowledge. One, known as empiricism, is the
approach that emphasizes experience and the facts that result from ob-
servation and experimentation. The other, known as rationalism, em-
phasizes reason, and the theories that result from logical inference.

The empiricist collects facts; the rationalist coordinates and arranges
them. To use an analogy, though it oversimplifies and somewhat distorts
the distinction, the empiricist is a man who goes out and collects as many
facts as he can, brings them back to his office, and throws them carelessly
on his desk. The rationalist gathers no facts. He spends his time building
pigeonholes in which facts of every possible kind may be filed, whether
or not there are any actual facts to put into them. If the empiricist
works alone the net result of his activity is a disorderly desk. If the
rationalist works alone the net result is empty pigeonholes. When the
two of them work together they know which facts to save and which
ones to throw away; they have not only facts but also an orderly set of
facts, with each one neatly filed in its proper place.

8 The preceding four paragraphs, slightly modified, are taken from Robert
Bierstedt, “Social Science and Social Policy,” Bulletin of the American Asso-
ciation of University Professors, Summer, 1948, pp. 314-315.
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In that part of philosophy known as epistemology, or the theory of
knowledge, these two approaches or doctrines are radically opposed, and
most philosophers in the Western tradition have defended either ration-
alism or empiricism. In science the two approaches or doctrines are put
together and made to work together. No modern science can dispense
with either reason or experience. Science requires both theories and facts.
A theory unsubstantiated by hard, solid, and sometimes intractable facts
is nothing more than an opinion or a speculation. Facts by themselves, in
their isolated and discrete character, are meaningless, useless, and fre-
quently trivial. One may paraphrase Immanuel Kant, probably the great-
est philosopher of modern times, and say that theories without facts are
empty and facts without theories are blind.

All of the modern sciences, therefore, no matter how much they may
waver between the empirical and the rational poles of method, avail
themselves nevertheless of both empirical and rational resources. Sociol-
ogy is no exception. It happens that American sociology, for example,
has adhered closely to the empirical pole, German sociology closely to the
rational. It happens also that over periods of time sociology, like other
sciences, shifts its emphasis in one direction or the other. The result of
the empirical emphasis in American sociology has been vast conglomera-
tions of facts, so many facts indeed as sometimes to be embarrassing. A
major requirement of the development of sociology in the near future
will be to transform these conglomerations into systems, this disorderly
collection of facts into theories of society that will be in harmony with the
facts. And that is why we say, without by any means solving the intricate
and complex methodological problems involved, problems of continuing
concern to both sociologists and philosophers, that sociology is both a
rational and an empirical science.

The second methodological issue concerns the use of language, to
which reference has also been made above. The student of the natural
sciences comes away from his first few weeks of instruction with a sense
of accomplishment. If his course is astronomy, for example, he learns
that the constellation he is accustomed to see on clear nights in the
northern sky, the one that he calls the Big Dipper, is Ursa Major. If he
studies zoology he learns that the name of the summer annoyance known
to him as a fruit fly is Drosophila melanogaster. In chemistry he learns
that the salt he has been using all his life is sodium chloride.

Thus the student begins to acquire a new and technical vocabulary, a
new set of names, scientific concepts, to apply to some of the phenomena
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that have previously presented themselves to his experience. This gives
him a sense of accomplishment, and possibly also a sense of pride. He is
becoming a scientist, he is learning a scientific vocabulary, he is begin-
ning to see the world from the point of view of the scientist and to
talk about it in professional terms. He has the impression that he is
acquiring new knowledge when he learns to apply mew names to old
notions and to familiar things, and in a sense this is new knowledge of
an important kind, even if it is not, as the student may be inclined to
assume, new knowledge about the things he is talking about.

All sciences have these technical terminologies, their own sets of con-
cepts, professional words in which to talk about the subjects or phe-
nomena under investigation and in which to communicate knowledge
about them. Such terminologies are indispensable, for they reduce the
vagueness, the ambiguity, and the confusion that surround the use of
ordinary speech. They prevent what Bacon called the Idols of the Market
Place from introducing the errors, prejudices, and assumptions contained
in language itself into the statement of scientific propositions. Words have
color, they induce emotional responses, they have an aesthetic quality;
and these characteristics, so desirable in literature, can impair the quest
for objectivity in science. Technical terms, however arduous the process
of learning them, thus have their important scientific uses, and the student
is correct in feeling a sense of accomplishment after learning them.

In sociology, however, the situation is somewhat different—or at least
it appears to the introductory student to be different. After two or three
weeks of studying this book he will learn few if any words that are not
already in his vocabulary. He already knows such words as “society,”
“culture,” “community,” “status,” “role,” “organization,” “association,”
“group,” and “institution,” and reading them again in this place gives
him no sense of accomplishment. It is important for him to realize, how-
ever, that they are not in fact the same words with which he is familiar
in other contents. They only look the same.

The sociologist, like other scientists, has a technical vocabulary. In-
stead of inventing new labels, however, taken from the Latin or Greek,
he takes ordinary English words and gives them a technical meaning, as-
cribes a particular scientific significance to them. These words do not,
therefore, necessarily mean what the student has been accustomed to
think they mean. “Culture,” for example, does not mean refinement in
artistic or literary taste, or good manners, when it is used in sociology
and anthropology. Thus, the student does have to acquire a new vocab-
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ulary, a set of scientific concepts, even though, as words, they are old and
familiar acquaintances.

It must be admitted that, at the present time, the technical vocabulary
of sociology is not so “settled” or so firmly established as the technical
vocabularies of some of the older sciences. Sociologists do not themselves
always use the same words in the same technical senses. This situation
will not present any problems to the introductory student, but we should
be less than candid if we concealed it from him. Sociologists earnestly
desire a well-ordered, systematic set of concepts, and have made much
progress toward that end. But the goal is not yet achieved. It is possible,
therefore, that some words in the following chapters will not be used in
precisely the same sense as they are in other books of sociology. Where
this may lead to confusion we shall inform the student of other usages.
Where such usages are only of incidental interest or where a knowledge
of them would only impede the inquiry, we shall ignore them. In any
event, we shall conform to the terminological practices of the majority of
contemporary American sociologists.

5. The Definition of Sociology

We have now looked at our subject from various points of view. But we
have not offered, in a single sentence or proposition, a statement that
defines sociology. Some writers prefer to omit a definition altogether on
the ground that definitions are difficult to construct and easy to misunder-
stand or misconstrue. One might contend, with some cogency, that this
entire chapter is in a sense an extended definition of sociology. Although
there is considerable justification for this opinion, the student may never-
theless find a short, summary statement useful. We shall therefore adopt,
as our own, a definition contributed by P. A. Sorokin in his advanced,
systematic text. “Sociology,” says Professor Sorokin, “is a generalizing
science of sociocultural phenomena viewed in their generic forms, types,
and manifold interconnections.” ®

6. The Uses of Sociology

We have asserted that sociology is concerned primarily with the acquisi-
tion of knowledge, not its utilization, that sociology as such is a pure and
not an applied science. Do these assertions imply that sociology is devoid

® Op. cit., p. 16.
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of utility for the student who embarks upon its study for perhaps the
first time and who, in the usual case, has no intention of becoming a
sociologist? The answer is no. However “pure” a science it may be,
sociology has intellectual consequences for anyone who studies it.

In the first place, like all of the liberal arts and sciences, sociology is a
liberating discipline. It liberates the student from the provincialisms of
color and class, of region and religion. It encourages him to consider
society as a natural phenomenon, as natural as any other phenomenon in
the universe. It helps him to take an objective view of his own society,
to learn that it is one among many, to see the manner in which his
own groups interact and combine with others to form the great society
in which he lives, to understand that the social forces that built the
civilization of ancient Egypt and those that built the civilization of con-
temporary America are, in essential characteristics, the same. Sociology
thus gives a perspective to history and an insight into the life of man on
earth. Man, as Aristotle noted long ago, is a social animal. Everything he
is or does or thinks is related in some fashion to the fact that he lives
with other people and is never, except under unusual conditions and
then only for a short time, alone.

In the second place, sociology can help the student to recognize and to
appreciate the social factors in the environment that surrounds him—his
relations with his fellows, the life of the community in which he lives,
and the nature of the greater community and the larger society in which
he finds himself at this particular juncture of historical circumstances.
Society, after all, is no local phenomenon. It is universal, and as per-
manent as the life of man itself.

For the student who decides to specialize in sociology, the more prac-
tical, as distinguished from the intellectual, consequences of this program
of study are readily apparent. Sociology is a profession in which technical
competence brings its own rewards. Sociologists, especially those trained
in research procedures, are in increasing demand in business, government,
industry, city planning, race relations, social-work supervision, admin-
istration, and many other areas of community life. A few years ago all
a sociologist could do with his sociology was to teach it. Although teach-
ing, especially in colleges and universities, will always draw sociologists,
sociology has now become “practical” enough to be practiced outside of
academic halls. Careers apart from teaching are now possible in soci-
ology, and expertly trained people are needed to work in many of its
sectors and subdivisions. The various areas of applied sociology, in short,
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are coming more and more into prominence on local, state, national,
and international levels. Sociology has come of age.

7. The Ultimate Goals of Sociology

Enough has now been said about the nature of our subject to provide a
rough indication of the immediate goals and purposes of sociology. It
is the immediate goal of sociology to acquire knowledge about society. It
is the immediate purpose of sociological reasoning and research to de-
scribe in detail the structure of society, to exhibit the eternal recurrences
and regularities in society, and to analyze the social components in all
human activity.

Like all of the sciences, however, sociology is not content with de-
scriptions, exhibitions, and analyses. It has a more remote and ultimate
purpose. It secks also the causes of things. The final questions to which
sociology addresses itself are those that have to do with the nature of
human experience on this earth and the succession of societies over the
long centuries of human existence. The rise of man and the succession of
his civilizations—is this a process that has thyme and reason in it, or is it
merely a cosmic accident in which no order and regularity can be dis-
cerned? “The glory that was Greece and the grandeur that was Rome”—
are these purely chance phenomena, forever insusceptible to logical and
causal explanation? What are the factors responsible for the disintegra-
tion of one social structure, like that of the medieval world, and the
coming into being of another? Do human societies, like the individuals
who comprise them, grow old after a while, and weary, and finally dis-
appear from the face of the earth? Is there an ebb and flow in the
affairs of men, a systole and diastole of human history? These too are
problems of sociology. No one can answer such questions today, and
men who speculate about them are called philosophers of history. But
someday, if the science of sociology, through its intimate analyses of the
dynamics of society, can achieve some understanding of problems of this
order and contribute to their resolution, it will fulfill its initial promise
and its ultimate destiny.



PART 11 l The Natural Conditions
of Human Society

EFORE we enter into our study of human societies themselves, it is
desirable to consider first certain nonsocial or natural conditions
that make societies possible and that have something to do with the simi-
larities and differences to be discerned in them. Among these nonsocial
factors are geographic, biological, and demographic factors.

Geographic factors assume an especial importance because human so-
cieties are always located at a certain place and the nature of this place
exerts an influence upon the character of the society. There are no hu-
man societies, so far as we know, on any planet of the solar system ex-
cept our own, because the natural conditions on other planets are not
favorable to the existence of life. Similarly, there are no human societies
10 miles above the surface of the earth nor 10 miles below its surface.
There are no human societies at the South Pole and none at the North
Pole. The manner in which factors of this geographic kind set limits to
social possibilities and sometimes determine social potentialities is the
subject of Chapter 2.

In Chapter 3 we turn to a discussion of biological factors. Human so-
cieties are what they are, to some extent at least, because man is a cer-
tain kind of species and because his body has certain anatomical and
physiological characteristics. Biological factors, too, set limits to the so-
cial possibilities of human societies and in certain ways help to deter-
mine the form and structure of these societies. In this respect, in addi-
tion, we consider briefly the influence of a special kind of biological
factor known as the demographic factor. This is concerned with such
matters as the increase of the number of people who inhabit this planet,
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the concentration of people in various places, and population trends in
general, all of which have something to do with the societies in which
people live.

We note particularly in this section that influences of this kind do not
operate in one direction only, that if the geographic factor and the bio-
logical factor influence to some extent the nature of human societies, so
also do social and cultural factors in turn alter the face of the earth and
affect the structure and function of the human body. Causation in soci-
ology is never simple, and it is seldom one-sided. In these chapters, then,
we discuss the influence of these natural conditions upon human socie-~
ties.



2 | The Geographic Factor

THE EARTH itself has something to do with the societies that

appear upon its surface. From earliest times, when men first
began to turn their attention to the problems of sociology, they noticed
that geographic factors exert an influence and that no serious attempt to
understand society can be successful without an examination of this in-
fluence. They disagree, however, concerning the importance of geo-
graphic factors. One philosopher, for example, has asserted that “geog-
raphy is a most enlightening science. In describing the habitat of man it
largely explains his history.” ! Another philosopher? is reputed to have
said, with considerable impatience, “Do not speak to me of geographical
determinants. Where the Greeks once lived the Turks live now. That set-
tles the question.”

Since these are contradictory positions, both cannot be right and both
cannot be wrong. Our task in this chapter is to attempt to judge these
opposing claims for geography and to estimate as correctly as possible
the influence of geographic factors upon human societies. We may antic-
ipate our conclusion by suggesting that geographic factors, though sel-
dom decisive, are seldom negligible either, and are therefore a necessary
consideration in any study of society.

1. Geographic Interpretations

Gertrude Stein, that indefatigable writer of unintelligibilities (“Rose is
a rose is a rose is a rose,” and, “Pigeons in the grass alas”), once said,
“In the United States there is more space where nobody is than where

1 George Santayana, The Life of Reason, Charles Scribner’s Sons, New York,
1905-1906, vol. 3, p. 164.
2G. W. F. Hegel.
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anybody is. This is what makes America what it is.” No one knows
whether Miss Stein was serious in this statement or not, and in any case
such a question is one for the literary critic, not the sociologist. But
there have been writers who have believed that geographical factors
have to be assigned a paramount position in understanding the history of
our own and other countries. Among these writers one of the most nota-
ble was Ellen Churchill Semple, a disciple of the great German geog-
rapher, Friedrich Ratzel. In 1903 she wrote a book in which she
brilliantly interpreted and explained the history of the United States up
to that time in terms of the influence of topography and soil and climate.?
Miss Semple is a twentieth-century representative of a point of view that
is as old as the history of human thought. It is not our intention here,
nor is it necessary in a textbook of sociology, to trace the history of this
idea back to ancient times.* But we shall take note of some of the
extreme forms of the geographic interpretation in order to exhibit the
nature of the problem with which we have to deal.

One of the earliest writers to dwell upon geographic factors was
Hippocrates, the great physician of antiquity. He wrote a book called
On Airs, Waters, and Places, in which he came to the conclusion that
climate exercises a considerable influence upon the human temperament
and that temperament, in turn, influences the kinds of government that
men devise. He believed, for example, that Europeans, since they live in
a climate of changing seasons, are vigorous, brave, and fierce, whereas
Asiatics, who enjoy a more equable climate, are calm, mild, and gentle.
Where he noted exceptions, as in the Far North of Europe or the Far
South of Asia, these too he attributed to the climate. Where the climate
is relatively unvaried, the people are uniform; where the climate changes
under the influence of the seasons, the people are diversified. In the
former situation they are placid and unhurried, in the latter alert and
energetic.

Aristotle, generally considered the greatest philosopher of the Grecian
age, adopted these arguments somewhat uncritically, characterizing the
peoples of the North as high-spirited but so low in intelligence that they

8 American History and Its Geographic Conditions, rev. ed., Houghton
Mifflin Company, Boston, 1933. See also her Influences of Geographic En-
vironment, Henry Holt and Company, Inc., New York, 1911.

* This has been done for us in a number of books. See for example Franklin
Thomas, The Environmental Basis of Society, Appleton-Century-Crofts, Inc.,
New York, 1925.
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are unfit for political organization. Peoples of the South, on the other
hand, are intelligent and inventive, but so lacking in spirit that they are
content to live as slaves. Since the Greeks are neither Northern nor
Southern peoples and since their climate combines the best features of
both regions, they have both spirit and intelligence and consequently are
the best-governed people on earth and the best suited to rule the rest.
Similarly, Vitruvius, an early Roman writer on architecture, decided
that in extremely cold climates moisture is not drawn from the body and
consequently that Northern peoples “are of vast height, and have fair
complexions, straight red hair, grey eyes, and a great deal of blood,
owing to the abundance of moisture and the coolness of the atmos-
phere.” 5 Their large supply of blood makes them brave in time of war.
Southern peoples, on the other hand, have an insufficient supply of blood
because the sun sucks too much moisture out of their bodies. They are
consequently “of lower stature, with a swarthy complexion, hair curl-
ing, black eyes, strong legs, and but little blood.” ¢ Pliny, another fa-
mous Roman, indulges in similar and even more extreme sentiments.”

Such arguments as these will doubtless appear fanciful to the modern
student. Yet they are repeated again and again in the early history of
social thought. It is of incidental interest, perhaps, to mote that each
writer decides that his own narrow corner of earth, the place wherein he
dwells, has the best climate and is therefore best suited to exercise do-
minion over all nations.

If later writers have refined these arguments somewhat and ap-
proached the subject with more knowledge and more sophistication,
their general essence and import are the same. As one more example,
from a period of history closer to our own, we may observe the follow-
ing extreme statement of this position by a French philosopher, Victor
Cousin, who lived in the nineteenth century:

Yes, gentlemen, give me the map of a country, its config-
uration, its climate, its waters, its winds, and all its physical
geography; give me its natural productions, its flora, its zool-
ogy, and I pledge myself to tell you, a priori, what the man of
that country will be and what part that country will play in

5 Vitruvius, The Ten Books on Architecture, book VI, chap. i, sec. 3. Quoted
in ibid., p. 35.

8 Ibid.

71bid., pp. 37-38.
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of this rotation and revolution are many, some of which we shall men-
tion here.

The fact that people work and play in the daytime and sleep at night
is almost too obvious to require any attention at all. But rest and sleep
are biological necessities, not geographic ones. Furthermore, some peo-
ple work at night and sleep in the daytime. If every person in the world
got up in the morning with the rising of the sun and went to bed in the
evening with its setting, there would be a close and universal relation-
ship between the earth’s rotation and the social life of man. The degree
to which this does not happen indicates that other than geographic fac-
tors are operating in the alternations of work and play and sleep and
rest and in all the other activities in which men perforce indulge.

Similar observations may be made about the progression of the sea-
sons. A North Dakota farm has one appearance in the wintertime and
an entirely different one in the summer. The farmer’s work changes as
the sun moves through its solstices. Similarly, the pace of a great city like
New York changes perceptibly in the months of midsummer, when the
air close to the pavements shimmers in the heat of the sun and no breeze
blows in the canyons between the skyscrapers. Many human activities
alter their pace and character with the round of the seasons, and so we
have the school year and the agricultural year and the retail-trade year
and the industrial year and the fiscal year and the recreational year
and so on through many examples.

But here again we have to note that the progression of the seasons is
not only a geographical but also a sociological fact. The revolution of
the earth does not determine that Independence Day should be in July,
Memorial Day in May, and Labor Day in September. Nor does it re-
quire that the college year should extend from late September to early
June. June may be a favorite month for weddings in our society, but is
this because the vital juices stir in the springtime or because the end of
the college year provides a convenient time for the ceremony? In the
peasant societies of old Europe November was preferred as a “marriage
month,” because it was then that the harvest chores were over, and in
ancient Greece the favored month was January.

If we move from such pleasant vital statistics as these to unpleasant
ones, we can observe that there are more suicides in the merry month of
May than in the melancholy month of November, but once again we are
at a Joss if we attempt to explain this phenomenon solely in terms of the
seasons. Also, in northern latitudes crimes against property are high in
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the winter and crimes against persons are high in the summer. Are
winter and summer therefore to be taken as causes of these differential
crime rates?

There is no question that there are cycles in many human activities
and that these cycles sometimes follow the cycles of the seasons, but no
man can say that it is this way and not otherwise solely because of the
revolution of the earth around the sun. The countryman knows the
seasons well and adjusts his life to them, but the clerk in the investment
house in the metropolis does the same work day after day, in autumn
and winter, in summer and spring.

Writers on these subjects have sought many correlations between the
seasons and the phenomena of social life. Ellsworth Huntington, for
example, has asserted that the seasons of the year in which people are
born is of far greater importance than is generally recognized. In some
seasons, for example, the proportion of female births to male births rises,
at certain seasons a higher proportion of the babies born are mentally
defective or destined to suffer from tuberculosis, and at still other sea-
sons an unusually large number of babies are born who later on achieve
eminence and fame.!! Similarly, William F. Petersen has attempted to
show that the season of the year in which an individual is conceived
determines, for reasons of “meteorological turbulence,” whether that in-
dividual will turn out to be a president of the United States, a genius at
science or literature, a mental defective, a lunatic, or a criminal.?

On the basis of statistics compiled by writers like these, it is claimed
that men of eminence, for example, are nearly all born during the early
months of the year and few, if any, during the months of the late summer
and fall. One may, of course, note that Franklin D. Roosevelt was born
on January 30 and that the birthdays of Abraham Lincoln and George
Washington occur in February. To conclude from such statistical
instances—or coincidences—as these, however, that there is an optimum
or best season for the conception of eminent men and another season for
the conception of the less eminent is to make statistical inferences do

11 Ellsworth Huntington, Season of Birth, John Wiley & Soms, Inc., New
York, 1938.

12 The New York Times, Nov. 18, 1936, p. 24. See also William F. Petersen,
Man, Weather, Sun, Charles C Thomas, Publisher, Springfield, Ill., 1947.
This same author has even given us a geographical explanation of the Lin-
coln-Douglas debates. See his Lincoln-Douglas: The Weather as Destiny,
Charles C Thomas, Publisher, Springfield, Ill., 1943,
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more work than they can properly perform. To insist upon the validity
of such inferences is to leave the realm of such positive sciences as
geography and sociology and to wander perilously close to astrology.

No one doubts that there are daily cycles, annual cycles, weekly
cycles, and monthly cycles in the social life of mankind and that some of
these cycles have something to do with geography. Daily cycles occur
because of the rotation of the earth upon its axis, annual cycles because
of the revolution of the earth around the sun, and monthly cycles be-
cause of the revolution of the moon around the earth. But what accounts
for the weekly cycles? Here we find no geographic or astronomic coun-
terpart. The six days of labor and the seventh of rest is a Biblical injunc-
tion, not a geographic one.

Clocks and calendars, the measurers of our life, are made by man,
and neither daylight saving time nor standard time is inherent in the
universe or required by its nature. One loses a day when circumnavigat-
ing the earth from east to west and gains a day when traveling in the
opposite direction, but the international date line cannot be found in the
Pacific Ocean. It exists only on the maps. The passage of time may be
an ineluctable fact of nature, but man invented the time zones, choosing
the meridian at Greenwich as an arbitrary place at which to begin. And
so we are led to the conclusion that, although the sphericity of the earth
has much to do with the life of the human beings who inhabit it, most of
their activities must be explained by other factors.

3. Land and Water Masses

Switzerland has no navy worthy of the name, whereas England has been
noted for its sea power throughout much of modern history. The ex-
planation seems simple and geographical. Switzerland is a small and
landlocked country, ringed about by the tall and stately Alps. England,
on the other hand, is an island. What would be more “natural” than that
an island people should look to the sea and fare forth over the broad ex-
panse of oceans to create an empire based upon maritime power?
Switzerland needs no navy because its defense lies in its mountain
barriers. England does need one because its defense, on the contrary,
rests in the waters that surround it.

The ease with which we can attribute this difference to the differential
distribution of land and water masses should make us suspicious. It is
true that Switzerland needs no navy, but other countries with only
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limited access to the sea—countries like Germany, for example—have
built navies in modern times. And islands that support human societies,
islands like Iceland and Bermuda and Ireland and the thousands of is-
lands in Pacific Polynesia, have never ventured into the field of naval
construction. Furthermore, England herself, an island throughout all the
centuries of recorded history, had no navy until the sixteenth century.
Clearly other than geographical factors are at work, for an island society
does not automatically produce a navy, nor even a maritime trade.
Once again we see that without a proper conjunction of geographic fac-
tors a certain social phenomenon will not appear. But this phenomenon
may not appear with this proper conjunction. The geographic factor is
necessary but not sufficient to explain it.

It would, of course, be erroneous to assume that geographic factors,
particularly those that have to do with the relative arrangements of land
patterns and water patterns on the surface of the earth, are sociologically
negligible. Maritime peoples tend to develop maritime occupations, to
become fishermen and sailors, and prairie people cultivate the soil and
become husbandmen and farmers. The commerce of the world tends to
follow the arteries cut by geology because these are the geographic paths
of least resistance. Mountains and rivers and lakes and oceans have
been barriers to travel and trade and colonization and settlement. But
man has learned to conquer them all. He now digs his holes through the
tall mountains to make a turnpike and climbs over broad rivers on road-
ways of steel and cement.

Political boundaries frequently follow natural boundaries, but just as
frequently do not. Cities grow where natural conditions are favorable, at
the confluence of rivers or where rivers run into the seas, but great cities
also rise from the plains. If the enthusiastic geographer says that the
great city of Chicago developed “naturally” at the southern end of Lake
Michigan because the lake was a barrier to eastern and western trade,
he will have difficulty using his theory to account for the growth of
Milwaukee, 90 miles to the north.

The City of New York enjoys one of the finest natural harbors in the
world and owes much of its preeminence in international trade and com-
merce to this geographical advantage. But in colonial times New York
was inferior as a port to both Boston and Philadelphia. If it later sur-
passed these cities its growth, in part, was due to another geographic fac-
tor, the accessibility of a vast and enormously rich hinterland up the
Hudson River and over the water-level route to the West now followed
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by the New York Central Railroad. But the same harbor, the same river,
and the same hinterland were in the same places centuries before New
York was a city or even a port.

To take still another example, the geographer might say that the
Manhattan Island of today is a thicket of buildings that scrape the sky
because of two geographic factors: (1) Manhattan has a solid rock
foundation and can therefore support these skyscrapers, and (2) since
Manbhattan is entirely surrounded by water, the city in its growth had no
direction to go but up. The sober geographer might remind his eager
colleague, however, that the rock was just as solid and the rivers just
as wide before Peter Minuit bought the island, for trinkets worth twenty-
four dollars, from the Indians who lived in the woods north of what is
now Wall Street. And where, he will ask, were the skyscrapers then?
Geographical conditions are constant, or nearly so. It is the social and
cultural factors that are the variables. And the most elementary logic
teaches us that it is impossible to explain a variable by a constant.

No one, neither geographer nor sociologist, will question the impor-
tant role that the English Channel has played in the history of the
European peoples and particularly, of course, of the Angles and Saxons
and Jutes. The 18- to 22-mile water barrier between Folkestone and
Boulogne, Dover and Calais, has released an island from the cares of a
continent and has permitted the English to develop an insular civilization
of a very high degree. The Channel has served as a defense in war and
it enabled the island dwellers for a century and a half to hold the balance
of power in Europe. Without it there would have been no Dunkirk, and
the Nazi legions would have swallowed London as easily as Paris.

If, however, this famous stretch of water was a barrier to Hitler, and
to Napoleon more than a century earlier, it was no barrier, but only an
obstacle, to Julius Caesar, to William the Conqueror, and—in the other
direction—to General Eisenhower. Since the invention of the airplane,
of course, the Channel is hardly even an obstacle, and the insularity of
the British nation, though it may or may not be a social fact, is no
longer a geographical one. If there is a certain provincialism in the
English mind, as evidenced perhaps by the reluctance of the English-
man to learn foreign languages,’8 it may be attributable to an imperial
pride in a great civilization rather than to the channel that separates the
island from the continent.

18 And, more humorously, by a headline which once appeared in a London
newspaper: “Storm Raging over Channel; Continent Isolated.”
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With respect to the influence of scenery upon the human tempera-
ment, there are as many theories as there are varieties of scenery. Of
these we shall mention only one, an old theory recently advanced again,
not by a geographer, but by an associate justice of the United States
Supreme Court. Justice William O. Douglas, who likes to climb moun-
tains, has the following to say about them:

Mountains have a decent influence upon men. I have never
met along the trails of the high mountains a mean man, a man
who would cheat and steal. Certainly most men who are raised
there are as wholesome as the mountains themselves. . . .
When man pits himself against the mountain, he taps inner
springs of his strength. He comes to know himself. . . . If
man could only get to know the mountains better, and let
them become a part of him, he would lose much of his aggres-
sion.1*

The trouble with this theory is that one can argue the reverse with equal
enthusiasm and sentiment. Mountains, one may say, restrict the free
movement of a man, interrupt his vision, and frustrate his efforts to
wrest a living from the soil. They isolate him from his fellows in the
neighboring valleys and induce in him a sense of suspicion and distrust.
It is the man on plain and prairie who can lift his eyes to the far horizon
and gain a sense of distance and of space. The plainsman cultivates his
land and acquires a sense of accomplishment. He listens to his corn
grow during the hot summer days, and in the cool of the evening, as the
crickets sing, he is at peace with himself and his fellow man.

Now, obviously, these points of view cannot both be right, because
they are contraries. But they can both be wrong, because they are not
contradictories. Any mature sociological judgment must, in the absence
of additional evidence, regard them as equally fanciful—not devoid of
merit, perhaps, as poetic propositions, but hardly adequate as scientific
conclusions.

Unfortunately, the theory of the professional geographer on this
matter is little better. The mountaineer, says Ellsworth Huntington, is
resentful and quarrelsome, and much bolder than the plainsman. He
envies the wealthier denizens of the lowlands and often tries to steal a
share of their possessions. In some sections of the world raids from
mountain tribes occur every year at the harvest, particularly in Persia

1¢ Of Men and Mountains, Harper & Brothers, New York, 1950, p. 16.
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and Afghanistan. In addition, feuds are more common in the mountains
than in the lowlands, and these feuds may continue many generations
after the original cause of the quarrel has been forgotten. The tendency
to steal and to maraud Huntington attributes to the poor quality of the
soil, which forces the mountaineer into poverty and desperation. The
tendency to feud and quarrel he attributes to the natural isolation of
the mountaineer’s life and his lack of access to a court of justice. “‘Such
things would not happen,” says Professor Huntington, “if the isolation
of the mountains had not forced people to look out for their own
rights.” 18

The mistake here, as in both of the arguments above, lies in regard-
ing isolation as a geographic rather than as a social concept. The reader
will easily realize without further discussion that one can be as effec-
tively isolated from human companionship in the middle of a heavily
populated city, say at Times Square in New York or Piccadilly Circus in
London, as in the trackless wastes of the wilderness or on the rim of a
high mountain. Geographical conditions may make social interaction
difficult, but they seldom prevent it. Geographical conditions may make
social interaction easy, but they do not assure it. In the years following
World War II it was extremely difficult for Russians and Americans to
“fraternize” in the city of Berlin, but one would hardly attribute this
difficulty to geography. Physical distance is one thing and social distance
is another, and the relationship between mountains and moods requires
much more research and investigation before theories like any of those
mentioned here can win admittance to the science of sociology.1®

It is sometimes claimed, not unreasonably, that the nature of any ter-
rain affects the fundamental mode of occupation in which the members
of a society will indulge and that the mode of occupation, in turn, affects
their art, literature, religion, and perhaps also their philosophic systems.
Even the attributes of the deities whom people worship may have some-
thing to do with the geographical circumstances in which various reli-
gions arise. Thus, the members of a coastal society, for example the
fisherfolk of Brittany, will pray to a god who has the power to quell the
storms and pacify the sea from which they earn their living. An agricul-

15 Ellsworth Huntington, Principles of Human Geography, 5th ed., John
Wiley & Sons, Inc., New York, 1940, pp. 223-224.

18]t may be of incidental interest to note that one of the most active asso-
ciations of collegiate mountain climbers in the United States is at the Univer-
sity of Iowa. There are no mountains within hundreds of miles of Iowa City.
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tural people, on the other hand, like the farmers of Illinois, may be
expected to pray to a god who can guarantee a long growing season
and freshen the soil with frequent and gentle rains. A prominent Ameri-
can historian has written that “an urban industrial society would cer-
tainly not write its twenty-third psalm in the images and metaphors of a
pastoral people. Its first sentence would not end with the word ‘shep-
herd’; but I cannot guess what word would be used instead.” 17 Here, of
course, it is a question whether the geography or the economy deter-
mined the metaphor, but in any event the psalm means as much today to
the worshiper in a tiny Christian mission in the rice fields of Indochina
as it does to the member of a metropolitan church in the city of Cincin-
nati.

We have to conclude, therefore, that, important as the arrangement of
land and water masses may be, its influence is a negative, not a positive,
one. It may determine what can be and what cannot be in society, but
not what actually is. And so we find increasing support for an imminent
conclusion that geography governs the possible, not the actual.

4. Climate

In the summertime, when the weather is warm, men and women in
northern latitudes wear fewer clothes, spend much of their leisure time
out of doors, go—in the United States—to baseball games and automo-
bile races and county fairs and picnics, and, if they are in an economi-
cally privileged class, take vacations at the seashore or in the moun-
tains. In the wintertime, when the weather is cold, they put on warmer
clothing, stay indoors much of the time, go skiing or skating, travel less
in their automobiles, and rely on shorter holiday periods to break the
monotony of the season. Clearly climate has something to do with the
nature of human activity. Of all the geographic factors we have men-
tioned, climate is possibly the most important, and we shall therefore
devote this section to a discussion of the ways in which it exerts an
influence upon society and upon human activities.

Graham Hutton, an Englishman who was stationed for several years
at the British Consulate in Chicago, succumbed to a familiar compulsion
of sojourners in a foreign land and wrote a book about the region of this

17 Herbert Heaton, “The Economic Impact on History,” in J. R. Strayer
(ed.), The Interpretation of History, Princeton University Press, Princeton,
N.J., 1943, pp. 105~106.
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country that he had come to know.® In this book he claimed to have
noticed that Middle Westerners die before their time and exhibit the
physical appearance of age and care long before their contemporaries in
other parts of the country. He attributed this phenomenon to the ex-
tremes of temperature in the middle regions of the United States, to the
fact that the inhabitants of these regions expend so much energy adjust-
ing to the winter cold and the summer heat that they grow old before
their time. This, of course, was a personal impression, and the author
supplied no statistics to support his observations. If he had looked at
the mortality statistics, he would have found exactly the reverse. Statisti-
cal tables of longevity rates for the various states indicate that the inhab-
itants of the Corn Belt area have a longer life expectancy than those of
any other region of the country.

But statistics in themselves can neither support nor refute such a
theory. The mortality rates in these states do not include the farmers
who, having successfully tilled their rich black soil, retire to the more
equable climes of Florida and California to “soak up the sun” in their
declining years. Mortality rates are high and life expectancy low in the
state of Arizona, for example, precisely because its climate is so salubri-
ous that many people, especially those suffering from pulmonary afflic-
tions, go there to live and ultimately to die. Thus, a state that has the
most favorable climate for patients suffering from tuberculosis can also
have the highest death rates attributable to this disease. Statistics of this
kind must always be treated with the greatest caution. The high mobility
of the American people makes it almost impossible to use them to sup-
port climatic conclusions of Mr. Hutton’s variety.

Another example of the misuse of statistics is provided by Ellsworth
Huntington, the geographer quoted earlier, who has asserted that the
proportion of people of Middle Western origin whose names are listed
in Who'’s Who in America is appreciably lower than that of indigenous
inhabitants of the Eastern and Western seaboards, after correction for
date of settlement and age of statehood. The statistics are doubtless
correct. But we cannot use them to infer, as Huntington does, that the
climate of the Middle West is therefore unfavorable to achievement.
Only certain kinds of achievement are selected for inclusion in Who'’s
Who. A full professor in any university is almost automatically invited
to list his name and record in this publication, but where are the master

18 Midwest at Noon, University of Chicago Press, Chicago, 1946.
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farmers of America? It is not necessary to refute Huntington’s facts in
order to reject his conclusions.

We are duly and properly impressed by the information that hell in
the Eskimo religion is a cold place because the ultimate in unpleasant-
ness to an inhabitant of the polar regions would “naturally” be a frigid
temperature. Similarly, we can appreciate the fact that the Christian hell
is a hot place, because, we “naturally” suppose, Christianity was origi-
nally a Mediterranean religion and was founded in a warm region of the
earth. But Christianity has since spread all over the globe, and its hell
was as hot in Cotton Mather’s harsh Massachusetts winters as it was in
the Eastern Mediterranean homelands of the prophets. Clearly other
than climatic factors determine the temperature of hell.

That climate exercises an influence upon human energy and activity
we should not be constrained to deny. Huntington introduces figures to
show that physical strength, mental activity, and health are correlated
with variations in temperature and humidity. He has studied the pro-
ductivity of workers in the textile factories of New England and the
South and the daily mathematics grades of the cadets at the United
States Military Academy at West Point.!® Huntington notes further
that there is an optimum temperature for mental work and another
optimum for physical work. The optimum figure itself fails, however,
when the climate is monotonous, for “changes of temperature, provided
they are not too great, are more stimulating than uniformity” and “a fall
in temperature, in certain latitudes, is more stimulating than a rise.” 20

One could continue with many more examples. Crime, suicide, mor-
bidity, and mortality rates are all affected by climatic factors. There is
no reason to suppose that phenomena of other kinds are not similarly
affected. Anyone who has attempted to do his daily work in the middle
of an enervating heat wave knows for himself that such factors are
important. It is easy to be lazy when the temperature is abnormally high,
and society itself supports our indolence. During the heat waves that
frequently assail much of the United States in the summer, automobile
workers in the factories of Detroit and clerical workers in the offices of

19 Ellsworth Huntington, Civilization and Climate, Yale University Press,
New Haven, Conn., 1915, p. 79. In this latter case, however, he found it
necessary to eliminate such social factors as football games, the junior prom,
holidays, examinations, and reprimands in order for his correlations of
achievement and climate to hold.

20 Ibid., p. 119.



46 | THE NATURAL CONDITIONS OF HUMAN SOCIETY

Manhattan are excused from their labors and permitted to go home and
rest. These facts no one would wish to deny. Climate exercises an effect,
and it is not a negligible one.

But we must conclude, even in this respect, that whatever importance
the climatic factor has, it is relatively minor in comparison with all of the
social factors that influence the activity of men. Regional variations in
climate are large in the United States. The weather in Maine and Minne-
sota is different from the weather in Florida and Southern California,
and the climate of Oregon is more attractive than the climate of Iowa.
But the societies and civilizations in these states, in all essentials, are the
same. The same subjects are taught in the schools and the same general
occupations are pursued by the people. The main streets of the small
towns and cities of Nevada and North Dakota are virtually indistin-
guishable from those of Arkansas and Minnesota. Where there are
differences they are attributable, for the most part, to other than climatic
factors. The Indian boys and girls who lived on the banks of the Mis-
sissippi centuries before the discovery of that river by De Soto lived one
kind of life, and the American boys and girls who live there today live a
completely different kind. But there is no evidence that the climate of
the region has changed in any significant way during the course of the
last one thousand years.

Ellsworth Huntington has emphasized more than any other writer the
influence of climate upon civilization. He has drawn maps showing that
regions of the earth which have an equable and temperate, but variable,
climate are also distinguished by a high productivity in the arts we
ordinarily associate with civilization. But even he has conceded that
great nations have appeared in widely diverse climates, both in the hot
plains of Mesopotamia and Yucatin and in the cool hill country of
Norway and Switzerland. He has admitted in addition that Illinois and
southern Mongolia, which differ enormously in civilization, lie in the
same latitude and have the same average temperature.?* The fact that
we can find the same kinds of societies in widely different climates, and
different kinds of societies in the same climate, encourages us to con-
clude that, though climate is one of the natural conditions that make
human societies possible, it does not determine in any inevitable manner
the infinite details of those societies.

2 Ibid., pp. 2-3.
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5. Natural Resources

Ever since the fateful year of 1945, a date destined to be memorized by
the school children of succeeding generations, a new type of prospector
has been scouring the earth. He is not the prospector of a century ago—a
tramplike character wandering off by himself, his pick and pans packed
on his mule, watching the swift water as it runs down the mountain
streams of the West. This modern prospector is likely to be a man with
considerable technical education, and he carries with him some scientific
instruments, among the most important of which is a Geiger counter.
He travels by airplane and possibly explores by helicopter. He is looking
for uranium ore.

Uranium ore is not, of course, evenly distributed over the face of the
earth, nor are the other mineral resources that mean so much to the
life of man. Some nations have more of it than others, and some have
none of it at all. Now it is perfectly obvious that the nations with rich
deposits may be more powerful, in a political and military sense, than
those with none and that this geographic factor, which exists independ-
ently of any human activity, has much to do with diplomacy and inter-
national relations. And so with respect to each mineral resource—coal,
iron, oil, copper, manganese, tin, and all the others. We have to say,
therefore, that natural resources have a great deal to do with the wealth
and comparative position of nations. And even further, natural resources
have something to do with the general state and condition of society. It is
difficult to imagine what contemporary civilization would be like if there
were no such things on earth as coal and iron and oil. Without these
mineral resources an industrial civilization would be inconceivable. In
order to make something one must first have the ingredients. It would be
ridiculous to minimize the social consequences of this important geo-
graphic factor and indeed there are separate areas of inquiry, notably
industrial geology and econmomic geography, in which these problems
are investigated in detail.

It must be apparent, however, that it is not the presence of natural re-
sources, in or under the crust of the earth, that is important but rather
the use that is made of them. Without use they would be quite devoid of
sociological significance. The precious metals and common ores were
part of the earth before the Industrial Revolution, but they exercised
little influence upon earlier societies. The largest supply of uranium ore
in the world is about as useful as a pile of sand to a society that lacks a
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science of physics. The coal fields of western Pennsylvania and southern
Illinois existed for many centuries before Columbus discovered America,
but they contributed nothing to the societies of the native Americans. If
coal cannot automatically create a nation, neither, as the case of Sweden
shows, can its absence retard its development. And here we see again
that the role of the geographic factor is essentially an uncreative one: It
may limit the directions that social development can take, but it does
not determine them.

One cannot, in short, have a coal mine where there is no coal; and so
coal is a necessary condition of coal mines. But there can be coal with-
out coal mines; and so the former is not a sufficient condition of the
Tatter. Coal on this continent was a constant for many centuries, but the
societies that appeared here were variable. We may conclude again,
therefore, that geographic factors, though necessary to explain human
societies, are not sufficient. Something else is required to account for the
fact of society and the differences that particular societies exhibit both
in time and in space.

We cannot conclude this section without mentioning the greatest of all
resources, the resources of the soil itself. Most of our food comes
directly or indirectly from the soil. Without a proper combination of soil
and sun and rain, the earth would yield none of its sustenance and
societies could not subsist. The land has incalculable consequences for
the men who dwell upon it and who cultivate it with hand and hoe and
disk and plow. The land is the ultimate source of all wealth, and the
difference between rich land and poor land has much to do with the
prosperity and power of nations. If Greenland had the soil of Iowa, for
example, and Jowa Greenland’s glaciers, Iowa would not be the state
where the tall corn grows and Greenland might—might—be one of the
breadbaskets of the world. The social consequences of soil resources are
immeasurable, and so obvious that they require no elaboration. But if
exhausted soil supports no societies, neither does virgin soil, no matter
how productive it may potentially be, and so once more we see that it is
not the Jand itself but the use that men make of it that gives it its signifi-
cance for sociology.

The exhaustion of the soil, however, and the depletion of other nat-
ura] resources, in societies that have become accustomed to their use,
can have momentous social consequences. For this reason conservation
has become the concern of governments. But the soil no more exhausts
itself than do metals mine themselves. These processes are social proc-
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esses and so it is to sociology that we must look for their explanation.

We are frequently told that “the deserts are on the march,” and in
truth no less than one-third of the surface of the earth is now arid land.
We look at the vast regions of North Africa and the Middle East—
Algeria, Tunisia, Tripolitania, Cyrenaica, Egypt, “the Biblical wilder-
nesses of Sinai and the Negev, the lost lands of Babylon and the salt
deserts of Persia”—and reflect that no less than fifteen civilizations
flourished there and then “foundered in the dust of their own crea-
tion.” 22 As we thus reflect we are reminded of Shelley’s “Ozymandias™:

I met a traveler from an antique land

Who said: Two vast and trunkless legs of stone
Stand in the desert. Near them, on the sand,

Half sunk, a shattered visage lies, whose frown,
And wrinkled lip, and sneer of cold command,
Tell that its sculptor well those passions read
Which yet survive, stamped on these lifeless things,
The hand that mocked them and the heart that fed;
And on the pedestal these words appear:

“My name is Ozymandias, king of kings:

Look on my works, ye Mighty, and despair!”
Nothing beside remains. Round the decay

Of that colossal wreck, boundless and bare

The lone and level sands stretch far away.

Shelley’s sonnet suggests, perhaps, that no society can withstand the
onslaught and invasion of the sand. But it would be a superficial analysis
indeed that would attribute the victory of the desert to the action of
climate and wind, and to the lowering of the water table underneath the
Sahara. A careful analysis attributes this phenomenon not to the malefi-
cence of natural factors but to the destruction of the North African
forests by the succession of civilizations and to the practices of the men
who founded and inherited them. The historic fertility of the Saharan
lands has long since been confirmed—where, after all, did Hannibal get
his elephants?—and similarly the existence of large fresh-water seas ly-
ing far beneath the surface. It is not climate, therefore, that destroyed
the bounty of nature, but man himself. Scientists now working for
United Nations agencies—the Food and Agricultural Organization and

22 The expressions in quotation marks are taken from Ritchie Calder, “Need
One-third of the World Be Desert?’ The New York Times Magazine, July 9,
1950, p. 16.
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UNESCO—in the Saharan Research Center, have been growing oats,
barley, vines, artichokes, onions, asparagus, carrots, potatoes, tomatoes,
and mandarin oranges in the middle of what was only recently a deso-
late waste. If man destroys the soil he can also reclaim it. He can make
a garden grow where plumes of sand now blow endlessly off the dunes.?

The natural resources of the earth, including its soil, are thus suscep-
tible both to the uses and the misuses of men. By themselves they set
limits to the societies that men may construct and the activities in which
they may indulge. But they do not by themselves determine the kinds
of societies, nor the kinds of activities, that these shall be. Geography
supplies the natural conditions for the answers to some of our sociologi-
cal problems, but it does not supply the sufficient conditions that wholly
satisfactory answers require.

6. Geographic Factors and War

In 1940, after the period of the so-called “phony war,” Adolf Hitler
and his Nazi legions quickly overran the Low Countries, pushed the
British off the continent at Dunkirk, turned the flank of the Maginot
Line, and marched triumphantly across the Place de la Concorde and up
the Champs Elysées in the city of Paris. The banner of the Swastika
was riding high over one of the most civilized cities on earth and German
military power was at its zenith. Why did not Hitler and his generals
immediately turn this power against England? The answer is easy—the
English Channel.

Had Hitler made an attempt to invade the British Isles at that time,
he would almost certainly have succeeded. England, for the first time
in many centuries, would have been subdued, and the history of World
War II would have taken a different course. The task that confronted
the United States after Pearl Harbor would have been of a different
order of magnitude altogether if the hooked cross rather than the Union
Jack had been flying over the Houses of Parliament in December of
1941. Who can doubt, whatever the ultimate outcome of the war, that
the existence of the English Channel at that time saved the United
Kingdom? What was a geographical barrier became, for Hitler, a psy-
chological hazard as well and so he failed to grasp the greater victory
that was so clearly within his reach.

28 These fascinating facts, and many more, can be found in the article men-
tioned in the preceding footnote.
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The modern history of Western Europe, and of the world, would
assuredly have been different had there been no such strait as the Eng-
lish Channel separating England and the Continent. One might say that
there will always be an England because of it and that there might
never have been an England without it. But this is idle speculation. Of
the thousands of straits that separate land masses over the face of the
earth, why is it that this one, and not innumerable others, assumes such
a rich historical significance? For an answer to this question one must
look not to geography but to history and politics and sociology.

No one can read the chronicles of war without attributing some
importance—no matter how difficult their role may be to determine—to
geographic factors. Military strategy requires the assistance of geo-
graphical knowledge. No strategist may ignore the factors of wind and
weather, the topography of the earth and the tides of the sea, or the
elemental fact of distance itself. The mountain fastnesses of the Alps
have permitted Switzerland to maintain her neutrality and her peace
through all the European wars of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.
China has ultimately defeated all of her foreign conquerors by absorb-
ing them in the vastness of the Chinese earth. And “General Winter”
has been an incalculable aid in helping the Russians to repel all invaders
of their soil.

So important indeed are geographic factors in the planning and pros-
ecution of a war that a new science, known as geopolitics, has made its
appearance during the last decades. This science was founded by Sir
Halford Mackinder, a Member of Parliament and a professor at the
University of London who, in 1904, read a paper to the British Geo-
graphical Society entitled “The Geographic Pivot of History.” In this
paper Professor Mackinder maintained that the great Russian-Siberian
land mass was the “heartland” of the earth and that whoever con-
trolled this almost illimitable territory—7,000 miles long and 3,000 miles
wide, comprising 8,500,000 square miles amounting to one-sixth of the
habitable land surface of the globe—was in a good position to rule the
rest of the world. He declared in addition that British sea power, at that
time supreme, was only of peripheral importance in comparison with
this heart and center of the land. This theory gains grandeur and co-
gency if one looks at the earth on a north polar projection, that is, from
a point of vantage directly above the North Pole, and sees how much of
it indeed, in contrast with the puny territories of the Western nations,
Mother Russia occupies.
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Few persons paid attention to this thesis at the time it was proposed,
nor even when Sir Halford developed and amplified it in his later books.
One of those who did, however, was a German geographer named Karl
Haushofer, an intimate of Hitler. Haushofer founded a school of geo-
politics and gave the German dictator geographical justification first for
signing the Nazi-Soviet pact of 1939 and then for making war upon the
Russians.

Suggestive as this theory is, it is also shortsighted if it implies that
geographical position and size of land mass are alone sufficient to deter-
mine the locus of political power. Both of these conditions may be
political advantages, but to rank them as political determinants is to
accord them unjustified sociological importance. As a matter of fact,
the entire school of geopolitics has been subjected to heavy criticism.
Such criticism was inevitable in any case, as is apparent from even a
superficial reading of history. Neither the dynasties of the Egyptian
Ptolemies, nor the Roman Empire, nor the British Empire of the mod-
ern age, nor the Rising—and setting—Sun of Japan, nor yet again the
contemporary power of the United States can be explained by the theory
of the Eurasian heartland. Power is a pure sociological concept, and
geographical resources constitute only one of its several components.

Geographical factors assume importance also, of course, in the sphere
of military tactics. Millions of examples from military history could be
invoked to support this proposition, but from them we shall choose only
one. In the late weeks of May, 1944, the military might of the Allied
Forces was poised on the island of Britain for an invasion of the con-
tinent of Europe. To one man alone was given the authority to decide
when this great engine should begin to move—General Dwight D.
Eisenhower, Supreme Commander of the Allied Forces. When all else
was in readiness, with his armies and navies restless with anticipation, he
had to delay his decision once because of an improper conjunction of
weather and tidal conditions off the coast of Normandy. Only when
these conditions changed for the better, a few days later, was he able to
issue his famous command, “Let "er rip!” and set in motion the process
that resulted in the destruction of the Hitlerian dream of empire.

But to attribute the success, or even the initiation, of this gigantic
enterprise to the weather alone is like attributing a gunshot wound to the
atmospheric conditions that influenced the trajectory of the bullet. Who
can doubt that—whatever the weather, and whether or not it was
auspicious at particular periods—the fate of Hitler was sealed when the
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power of the Allies was first mounted against him and that this power
would have prevailed in spite of time and tide?

Similarly, the Russian winter, as mentioned above, has always been
an invaluable ally of the Russian, tsar and dictator alike, as several
would-be conquerors have discovered to their dismay. But where is
the historian who would say that this war or that war, or any war at
all in the long and checkered course of human history, was decided by
geography? To say so would be to contravene both historical fact and
sociological principle. Geographical factors are surely not negligible in
any discussion of warfare, but neither are they by themselves decisive.

Furthermore, it must not be forgotten that geographical factors that
once were influential have since been reduced to insignificance by the
inventive genius of man. In a concluding section of this chapter we
refer to the reciprocal influences of social factors upon geographic
conditions. At the moment we may intimate that nowhere perhaps is
this counterinfluence more apparent than in the course and process of
war. A million foot soldiers may fail to pass the barriers of the Andes or
the Alps, but the lone aviator flies over them with ease and even with
condescension. Clouds may envelop an airstrip, but instrument landings
assure continuous service. Radar pierces the thickest fog, and neither
weather nor distance is an obstacle to long-range navigation. Indeed,
several of the important naval battles of World War II were fought with
the opposing fleets out of sight of each other. Man conquers distance
and climatic distress alike, in war as in peace.

7. Geographical Factors and Civilization

The role of geographic factors in the origin, development, and disinte-
gration of the great civilizations has fascinated sophisticated minds from
the Greek Hippocrates of ancient times to the American Huntington and
the English Toynbee of recent date. Why is it that some societies rise
to the level that we should be inclined to call “civilized”—a word that
in its etymological and nonevaluative sense means simply “urbanized”—
whereas other societies remain in a state of primitivism, fail to master
the achievements of reading and writing, and contribute nothing to
literature and science and philosophy? Why is it that some societies—
nonliterate societies—have a language but no alphabet, techniques but
no science, legends but no literature, customs but no laws, religion but
no theology, art but no aesthetics, and, finally, a Weltanschauung, or
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world view, but no philosophy? Can these differences, too, be attributed
to the influence and operation of geographical factors?

Here the geographer can make a case that, on the surface at least,
possesses a high order of plausibility. In the beginning of this chapter it
was agreed that a certain favorable conjunction of geographic factors—
one might with equal accuracy say cosmic factors—is necessary for life
itself and that without life there can be no society. We now wish to in-
quire whether, given these conditions, geographic factors further operate
in some cases to stimulate and in others to obstruct the rise of civiliza-
tions from a primitive “historylessness.” We may speculate, for example,
that where geographical conditions are too favorable the people have no
incentive to invent the arts and instruments of civilization. The in-
habitants of some of the islands in the southern and western seas need
little exertion in order to survive. An abundant supply of food may even
drop from the trees into their laps. There may be such a thing, in other
words, as an environment that is too propitious, one that in its very
luxuriance fails to stir its natives into the restless striving that results
in the development of a civilization. When geographical conditions, on
the other hand, are too unfavorable—when a harsh, barren, and for-
bidding environment requires the expenditure of too much human
energy in order simply to survive, as in the case of the frozen lands of
the Eskimo—here too no high civilization can be expected to develop.
This theory, as has been said, appears to be a plausible one; it has,
moreover, been elevated into a philosophy of history by the speculative
sociologist Arnold J. Toynbee.

Toynbee believes that civilized societies arise as a result of a “re-
sponse” to certain “challenges,” among which the challenge of the envi-
ronment is initially the most important. Thus, Toynbee finds that each of
six early civilizations—the Egyptian, Sumerian, Chinese, Mayan, An-
dean, and Minoan—arose in response to an environmental challenge—
the desiccation of the soil, jungle and river swamp, flood and extremes
of temperature, the overabundance of the tropical forest, a bleak climate
and a grudging earth, or—in the case of the Minoans—a hostile sea.
They illustrate for Toynbee “the truth that, in the genesis of civilizations,
the interplay between challenges and responses is the factor which
counts above all others.” 24

2¢ Arnold J. Toynbee, A4 Study of History, abridged by D. C. Somervell, Ox~
ford University Press, New York, 1946, pp. 68-79.
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Toynbee, no extremist, notes that in the genesis of certain other
civilizations social rather than geographical factors presented the prin-
cipal challenges, that in the incidence of sonfé civilizations no direct
physical challenge is apparent, and that even where physical challenges
are present they may have been accompanied by human challenges now
concealed forever in the unknown recesses of history. But he leaves the
impression that “ease is inimical to civilization,” that the adversities of
an unfavorable environment are an historical advantage, and that only
men who must master these adversities in order to survive can create a
civilized society.

The adversities of natural circumstance may nevertheless be too
formidable to overcome. Between the extremes of ease and adversity
there must be a golden mean, an optimum condition of environment,
which conduces neither to starvation nor to satiety. Where can such an
optimum be found? Toynbee discovers that history supplies numerous
examples. Of these we shall mention only two. The height of the
Scandinavian civilization, he says, appeared not in Norway, Denmark,
or Sweden, but in Iceland, the seat of the first parliament in the world
and the scene and source of some of the grand sagas of Norse literature.
When these same Scandinavian seafarers attempted to duplicate their
feats 500 miles to the west on the island of Greenland, their efforts met
with failure. There the environment was altogether too harsh, the chal-
lenge too severe.2®

The colonization of the North American continent affords another
illustration. The “winning of the West” in the United States was accom-
plished not by the inhabitants of Virginia and the Carolinas, where the
environment was favorable, but by the Yankees, who had already con-
quered the stern coasts and stony soils of New England. “Evidently,”
concludes Toynbee in an argument too long to reproduce here, “the
Mason and Dixon Line roughly corresponds with the southern limit of
an area of optimum challenge.” 2¢ But there is also a northern limit.
This northern limit may be discovered in New England. When we speak
of New England, says our eminent sociologist, we mean primarily
Massachusetts, Rhode Island, and Connecticut, and not Maine, Ver-
mont, and New Hampshire. Recognizing the contributions of Massachu-
setts to American civilization as beyond compare, Toynbee goes on to
say:

25 Ibid., p. 146.
26 Ibid.
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Maine, on the other hand, though actually a part of Massa-
chusetts until her establishment as a separate state in 1820,
has always been unimportant, and survives to-day as a kind
of museum piece—a relic of seventeenth-century New Eng-
land inhabited by woodmen and watermen and hunters. These
children of a hard country now eke out their scanty livelihood
by serving as “guides” for pleasure-seekers who come from
the North American cities to spend their holidays in this Ar-
cadian state, just because Maine is still what she was when
many of these cities had not yet begun to arise out of the
wilderness. Maine to-day is at once one of the longest-settled
regions of the American Union and one of the least urbanized
and sophisticated.?”

Environmental factors, at their optimum in Massachusetts, thus reach
the point of diminishing returns in Maine. The theory is further “con-
firmed” by the fact that as we go still farther north we find the least
“progressive” of the Canadian provinces in New Brunswick and Nova
Scotia, and, still farther, Newfoundland, which has had to return to the
protection of the British Crown. Finally, we meet in Labrador, as
previously in Greenland, the maximum challenge—geographical con-
ditions so severe that a civilized society can neither arise nor survive in
the icy wastes.

The down-Easters and the Dixielanders who read this book can
doubtless supply their own answers to this theory without any help from
the author. If Toynbee is saying in these passages that geographical
factors set limits to the kinds of human societies that can appear upon
this earth, he is saying no more than we have said throughout this
chapter. If he is implying in addition, however, that a civilization is an
inevitable function of an optimum conjunction of geographical circum-
stances and challenges, his conclusions are running ahead of the sup-
portable data. A thoughtful student may be inclined, for example, to
wonder why, if the severe climate of New England stimulated the
colonists to build a great civilization, it did not similarly stimulate the
indigenous North American Indians who inhabited the region long be-
fore the hardy and persecuted band of Pilgrims arrived on these shores
in 1620. To this possible and indeed weighty objection Toynbee, in his
fashion, supplies an answer:

27 Ibid., p. 147.
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It is, of course, easy enough to cite examples of communi-
ties that have failed to respond to particular challenges. That
proves nothing, for almost every challenge that has eventually
evoked a victorious response turns out, on inquiry, to have
baffled or broken one respondent after another before the
moment when, at the hundredth or the thousandth summons,
the victor has entered the lists at last. Such is the notorious
“prodigality of nature,” of which a host of examples spring to
mind.28

The recourse here to a biological analogy—the prodigality of nature
—may surely be regarded as somewhat less than satisfactory. It leaves
unexplained how the successful instances differ from the unsuccessful
ones when the geographical circumstances are the same. Versatile as
some of these theories are, therefore, and few will question the versatil-
ity of Toynbee’s, they do not yet possess the cogency that would give
them the stature of sociological knowledge. In most of them, as the
reader has doubtless observed, a significant factor has been omitted—
the influence of man himself and the stimulus he receives from associa~
tion with his fellows.

Similar theories have, of course, been constructed to account for the
disintegration of civilizations, but since they exhibit the same defects as
those explaining their origins, it is not necessary to discuss them in detail.
We shall, however, mention Huntington’s theory of the decline and fall
of the Roman Empire because it is one of the most prominent and in-
trinsically interesting of these theories. Huntington maintains that Rome
prospered and achieved its grandeur in a climate that was more stimu-
lating than that of any part of Italy today and that when the empire
began to totter in the fourth and fifth centuries its decline was due pri-
marily to a deficiency of rainfall. Since Huntington had no statistical rec-
ords of a Roman meteorological bureau to study, he had to exercise
considerable ingenuity in order to discover that the rainfall declined in
these centuries. He accomplished this task by “dendrochronological”
analysis—that is, by using tree rings as a measure of time; counting
back, a year for a ring, until he arrived at the period of history in ques-
tion; and finding, with great good luck for his theory, that the rings were
closer together at that time, a fact which indicates a sparse supply of
rain, There is, however, a serious obstacle in the way of accepting his
theory. The rings he counted were on the cross sections of California

28 Ibid., p. 141.
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Sequoia trees, which are among the few living things on earth that were
alive in the days of the Roman Empire. If one cares to make the geo-
graphical leap from California to Italy and then the additional logical
leap that transforms this interesting correlation into a causal factor, then
one is at liberty to attribute the decay of this great civilization to the re-
luctance of the heavens to water the Roman earth. To sociologists,
however, the theory seems more like astrology than geography, and it
has been so resoundingly criticized by P. A. Sorokin that no one since
has had the temerity to resurrect it.2®

One final example of the use of geography to explain momentous
trends in the course of human history is provided by the following news
story that appeared in The New York Times on January 26, 1947. We
shall quote it in its entirety:

SOVIET RISES BY DEGREE

Scientist Suggests Warming of
Earth Lets “Giant Awake”

Schenectady, N.Y., Jan. 25 (AP)—The upsurge of Russia
in world affairs appears to coincide with a rise in the earth’s
temperatures, according to Dr. Clarence A. Mills of the Uni-
versity of Cincinnati.

Declaring that the earth’s temperature rise had begun about
1850, and more emphatically since 1920, the scientist told a
General Electric radio science forum:

“We have seen the awakening of a new giant among the
northern nations of the earth, one exceeded only by China
and India in its population numbers.

“Long winters of benumbing cold had always held Russia
back; now more nearly optimal coolness allows her energies
freer flow.”

Dr. Mills said that if Russia’s rise was based upon “the
present upthrust of world temperatures, then evidence from
the past would indicate that she may have several centuries of
favorable weather.”

29 Pitirim A. Sorokin, Contemporary Sociological Theories, Harper &
Brothers, New York, 1928, pp. 186-192. Indeed, Sorokin’s treatment of the
geographical school of sociology (chap. III, pp. 99-193) is so complete and
devastating that it merits continued attention. For Huntington’s theory see
his World Power and Evolution, Yale University Press, New Haven, Conn.,
1919, and the previously cited Civilization and Climate.
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This story, it should be observed, was not considered of sufficient im-
portance to warrant a place on the front page, and the headline writer
capped it with a pun. It should also be observed that Dr. Mills, who has
published a fascinating book on the general subject of the influence of
climate upon mankind,*® has presented his remarks in the form of an
“appearance” rather than a conviction. The implication remains, how-
ever, that what we have here is something more than a coincidence and
that a rising temperature is not unrelated to the emergence of Russia as a
great power in the middle of the twentieth century. This theory, inciden-
tally, has been propounded before, if not quite so recently and with not
quite so direct a reference to Russia. In its general form it is based upon
the observation that the capital city of each of the great civilizations of
the West, beginning with the Egyptian empire, has had its location in a
more northerly latitude than its predecessor.3 What can be said about
this point of view?

In the first place, any summary rejection of it would be inappropriate.
The theory may, after all, have a great deal to be said in its favor, as its
proponents all apparently believe. We may note, however, that ac-
ceptance of it requires two assumptions rather than one. It requires us
to believe, first, that the temperatures of the earth are indeed rising and,
second, that this rise is causally related to historical events. There are
several proponents of the first of these assumptions, geographers who
have asserted, for example, that the mean annual temperature of New
Haven, Connecticut, say, is now comparable to the former mean annual
temperature of Baltimore, Maryland, that the glaciers are slowly retreat-
ing to the north, leaving warmer air behind them, and that, as a Swedish
glaciologist has expressed it, we are in a period of “climatic ameliora-
tion.” 82 Other meteorologists, however, discern no such long-term trend,
maintain that early statistics are too unreliable to support a satisfactory
curve, and—with the usual caution of the weatherman—suggest that
such warmer-than-normal seasons as have appeared in recent years may
be strictly temporary phenomena—a point which the relatively cool

36 Clarence A. Mills, Climate Makes the Man, Harper & Brothers, New York,
1942.

81 See, for example, Vilhjalmur Stefansson, The Northward Course of Em-
pire, Harcourt, Brace and Company, Inc., New York, 1920; and S. C. Gil-
fillan, “The Coldward Course of Progress,” Political Science Quarterly, 1920,
pp. 393—410.

82 Wilson H. Ahlmann, The New York Times, Jan. 15, 1950, p. 42.
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summer of 1956 supports. In other words, the evidence that we are in-
deed experiencing warmer weather is not sufficient to sustain present
conviction.

But even if this evidence were to be accepted and the conclusion
granted, it would by no means follow of necessity that a rise in tempera-
ture has caused the recent emergence from hibernation of the Russian
Bear. To indulge in such an assertion is to ignore not only the history of
Great Russia but also the entire history of the West. It is true that serf-
dom, as a social institution, did not disappear in Russia until after the
opening of the twentieth century, long after it had disappeared in the
countries of Western Europe, and that, in a sense, the Industrial Revolu-
tion is only now beginning to exercise its effects upon the population of
one-sixth of the land mass of the earth. But it would be as easy to ac-
count for these facts by pointing to the several periods of social isolation
from the West that characterized the course of Russian history during
various regimes as to explain them by the climatic theory.

It is not altogether clear, furthermore, that Russia possessed no civili-
zation of a high order before the recent and putative temperature rise.
Although this civilization may have been confined to the upper classes
—people who were in contact with Western Europe, who used French
in their polite conversations, and who employed English governesses—it
should not be forgotten that the nineteenth century was the great age of
Russian literature and that Gogol, Pushkin, Tolstoy, and Dostoevski are
all nineteenth~century names. Was the nineteenth century, too, a period
of “climatic amelioration” for Russia? Can temperature alone account
for the differences between the Russia of the imperial tsars and the Rus-
sia of the Communist dictators? And what about other countries that
share the latitudes of Russia—Finland, Norway, Sweden, Denmark,
Iceland, England, and Canada? Does their rise to historical eminence
also coincide with the rise of a column of mercury in a tube? On these
questions we remain in the realm of conjecture.

And so we conclude this section with the same observations we have
made throughout. One cannot deny that a proper conjunction of geo-~
graphical factors—soil and sun and wind and weather—are necessary
for the very existence of human societies and that changing conjunctions
of these factors may have something to do with the historical destinies of
these societies. But to say that they are necessary is not to say that they
are sufficient. To deny that they are negligible is not to assert that they
are decisive. The problem of social causation is much more complex
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than this. We must exercise unusual caution in regard to the influence of
geographical factors upon the rise and fall of civilized societies, and
upon the other social phenomena mentioned in this chapter, in order that
we may neither ignore these factors completely nor assign them an in-
supportable significance.

8. The Reciprocal Influence of Social upon Geographic
Factors

Before concluding this chapter we should like, in this short section, to
emphasize that the influence of geographic factors upon societies is not a
one-sided affair. It is a truism, of course, that throughout the entire
course of his existence, man has steadily and systematically altered the
face of nature. But it is a truism, nevertheless, that has a profound im-
portance for sociology in general and for the substance of the present
chapter in particular. Geographic factors of the many kinds we have
mentioned exert an influence upon human societies, but human socie-
ties, in turn, exert an influence upon these same geographical factors.
Climate conditions culture, but culture also conditions climate.

Man cannot initially control the chemistry of the soil or the configura-
tion of the land or the quantity of the waters or the littorals of the earth
or the duration of the seasons or the salinity of the sea or the structure
of the rocks or the lodes of precious metals or the succession of the tides
or the rivers’ currents or the heat of the noonday sun. To all of these
and to many more he must adjust and in some measure adapt his life.
But he changes many of these factors as he adjusts to them. He culti-
vates the soil, and thereby changes its composition. He can quite literally
move mountains. If he cannot determine the temperature and humidity
of the atmosphere, he can at least build houses to shelter himself from
the elements and can, in addition, condition the air that immediately
surrounds him, either warming it or cooling it to suit his needs and
his fancy. He cannot control the weather, but he can attack the clouds
with dry ice and silver iodide in order to make them yield their rainfall.
As mentioned above, he can reclaim a desert for agriculture. Civilized
man with his cultural equipment can inhabit regions of the earth, at least
for a time, in which primitive man without this equipment could not sur-
vive.33

33 A great geographer, the late Isaiah H. Bowman, who was president of
Johns Hopkins University, once remarked that we now possess all of the
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Man cannot run as fast as a dog or swim as fast as a shark or fly as
fast as a swallow, but he can build machines that outdistance and out-
race them all. He cannot halt the blowing of the winds, but he can set
his sails to catch them. If he cannot control the river’s current he can
dam the stream, and capture its energy, and send it many miles away on
the thin wires that hang from the hydroelectric towers. Tornado and
flood and hurricane and drought can terrify him and sometimes shorten
his life, but he builds defenses against them all and ultimately survives
their depredations. He can carve highways out of the slopes of moun-
tains and airstrips out of the jungle; he can bridge the rivers and tunnel
underneath them; and he can span the continents with strings of steel on
which the diesels and the steam engines run. Ultimately, of course, he
must adjust to natural conditions beyond his control, but in adjusting he
alters them, sometimes beyond recognition. The mark of man is upon
the earth in all but the most inaccessible regions.

The process of civilization may be looked upon as a constant ac~
cumulation of instruments that insulate men and their societies from the
forces of nature. The geographic factors exert their most direct and im-
mediate effect upon the most primitive societies. It is primitive man
who meets a pristine nature. As men develop a culture, from the time
they begin using the skins of animals to cover their nakedness to the
stage when they install air conditioning to cool their apartments in sum-
mer, they exert an ever-greater control over nature. The storm stays the
hunter, but the mailman, as the saying goes, makes his appointed
rounds in spite of snow and rain and gloom of night.3+

A heavy snow, such as that which fell upon New York on December
26, 1947, or March 18-19, 1956, may disrupt a great city and clog its
channels of communication, but a strike of stevedores, subway em-
ployees, or elevator operators can have the same effect. An earthquake
can level several cities at once, but so can squadrons of bombers on their
errands of war. The dangers that beset the man of the twentieth century
and the anxieties that afflict him are seldom, and then only in small part,
attributable to the inclemency of the elements. They are frequently, and

techniques required to build a society at the South Pole and that the princi-
pal reason we do not do so is that it is too expensive.

84 The inscription over the main entrance of the post office in New York
City, as adapted from Herodotus, reads as follows: “Not SNOW, Dor rain, nor
heat, nor gloom of night stays these couriers from the swift completion of
their appointed rounds.”
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in a larger measure, attributable to the inclemency of man himself. Few
readers of this book have ever been seriously threatened by a wild ani-
mal; all live under the shadow of a radioactive cloud.

What we are trying to say here is that if societies are never wholly in~
dependent of the operation of geographic factors, neither are these fac~
tors insusceptible to social and cultural influences. Man adapts himself
to a natural environment but, in adapting, changes that to which he
adapts. Compare the virgin forest and the field of hybrid corn, the val-
ley of the Tennessee before and after TVA, the Island of Manhattan in
1457 and in 1957, the uninhabited seacoast and Miami Beach, and do
not forget the Outer Drive of the city of Chicago built on land itself re-
claimed from the lake. Nature is vast and man is puny, but this, of all
comparisons, is the least significant. Every item of culture that man
devises or invents is a new sentence in his declaration of independence
from nature, and although his independence can never be complete, it
is incommensurably greater than that enjoyed by any other animal. It
enables him to assert his own dominion over the earth that sustains him
and gives him life.

9. Conclusion

In this chapter we have indicated a number of ways in which geographic
factors exert an influence upon human societies and have indicated also
how this influence is sharply limited by the nature of these societies
themselves and by the social and cultural factors that are the products of
human ingenuity. What these social and cultural factors are we shall ex-
plain in detail as this book proceeds, for they constitute its central thesis.
But we have now finished one of our preliminary tasks, an exhibition of
the relationship between the earth and the societies it supports. Geo-
graphical interpretations of society have the dignity of age and may be
found, as we have shown, even in classical antiquity. Each generation
of social thinkers produces its quota of such interpretations, and it is
reasonable to suppose that they will continue to appear in the future. For
the fact of the dependence of society upon a favorable conjunction of
geographic factors is not in question. The problems arise when we at-
tempt to measure the exact degree of that dependence.

The geographic factors themselves we have classified into four major
groups: (1) the sphericity of the earth and its rotation and revolution,
(2) the distribution of land and water masses, (3) climate, and (4)
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natural resources. All of them are important; none may be ignored. To-
gether they make possible the existence of society. But none of them sin-
gly, nor all of them taken together, can explain the infinite variations in
human societies. For this explanation the most precise, the most detailed,
and the most comprehensive geographical knowledge does not suffice.

In the concluding sections of the chapter we described, albeit in inade-
quate detail, some of the theories that attribute the strategy and tactics
of war and the rise and fall of civilizations to the operation of geo-
graphic factors. As products of the ingenuity of the human mind they are
not devoid of interest and even of fascination, but we cannot yet accept
them as contributions to sociological knowledge. We nevertheless rec-
ommend that students who have more than a superficial interest in so-
ciology—which means an interest in human societies everywhere—give
these theories additional attention. The venture will repay the effort.

Our own conclusions, which we have stated throughout, may be sum-
marized as follows. The influences that geographic factors exert upon
human societies are neither decisive nor negligible; they are limiting but
not determining; they are necessary but seldom sufficient to answer the
questions that present themselves for sociological analysis. Geographic
factors set limits to possible variations in human societies; within those
limits they determine neither what variations do in fact occur nor when
and where they appear. Geographic factors account for what can be
and for what cannot be in human societies, but they do not account for
what is. Geographical factors are relatively constant and, as far as we
know, have been relatively constant during all the years of recorded his-
tory. Social events and social phenomena, on the other hand, are almost
infinitely variable. And it is logically inadmissible to explain a variable
by a constant. Geographic factors may, on certain occasions—for exam-
ple in case of earthquake or hurricane—disrupt the orderly course of
societies and of social intercourse, and in these cases they serve as suf-
ficient causes and not merely as necessary ones. But these are extraor-
dinary occurrences, and it is always more difficult to explain the ordinary
than the extraordinary.

To ignore the role of geographic factors altogether, therefore, is to
commit a serious sociological error. But to give them more significance
than they warrant in each particular situation is to commit an error
equally serious. Geographic factors are indeed important, and no one
would contrast the societies of Arab and Eskimo without recourse to
them. Geography is an enlightening science, as our first philosopher said,
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but, as our second philosopher said, it cannot explain why, to modernize
the example, where the Indians once lived the Americans live now. It
cannot in itself explain the rise of the American or of any other civiliza-
tion. As human societies grow in complexity and as culture accumu-
lates, geographic factors steadily decrease in sociological significance.
Geography, in short, governs the possible, not the actual. History is not a
simple function of habitat, nor culture of climate; meteorology does not
determine morality, nor soil society.



3 | The Biological Factor

A NOTED American anthropologist is reputed to have re-

marked that “your carcass is the clue to your character.” An
equally noted American psychologist steadily maintained, in flat con-
tradiction, that the human child is infinitely plastic and that from any in-
fant he could produce on demand a doctor, lawyer, merchant, or chief—
given, of course, the proper environment and training. Here indeed we
have a difference of opinion. Just as we began our preceding chapter
with contradictory quotations from two philosophers, so here we have an
argument between an anthropologist and a psychologist about the role to
be assigned to biological factors in the development of adult men and
women. The importance of biological factors has seldom been denied,
but on the other hand it has always been a problem to estimate their in-
fluence in the never-quite-finished product that is a2 human being. In our
study of sociology a similar problem confronts us.

As suggested in our introductory chapter, sociology is not concerned
with individuals as such, either with their behavior, their character, or
their personality. Concerns like these belong to the sciences of psychol-
ogy and social psychology. But as sociologists we do need to inquire into
the biological attributes of social processes, to seek the biological
foundations of social phenomena, and to discover if possible the biologi-
cal ingredients in human and historical events. We have already learned
that human societies are what they are, to some extent at least, because
of the operation and influence of geographic factors over which men
have little or no control. Are they also what they are because of a com-
parable operation and influence of biological factors? An initial answer
to our question, as in the former case, must be in the affirmative. Again
we shall anticipate our conclusion, however, by suggesting that the bio-
logical factors, like the geographic discussed before, are limiting rather

66
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than determining factors in the formation and persistence of human so-
cieties, that they are necessary but not sufficient for the explanation of
what happens in these societies, and that they govern the possible but
not the actual.

Now it is perfectly and even absurdly apparent that, if the human ani-
mal were twice as tall on the average, or only half as tall, as he happens
to be, many of the familiar objects that surround us would be similarly
changed in size. If some groupings of mankind just happened to be twice
as strong, in a muscular sense, as other groupings, the effect, similarly,
could be fairly serious and might possibly provide, for example, a bio-
logical foundation for such social phenomena as a slave system or a caste
system. Again, if ants had the brains of men and men the instincts of
ants, one might predict, although not of course in precise detail, that the
juxtaposition of these two groups of living things would be radically al-
tered.

If men and women lived ten years on the average rather than the
Biblical three score years and ten, if they produced children in litters of
a dozen or more instead of in a viable maximum of five, if they could
permanently subsist either above the surface of the earth or below the
surface of the water, or if, finally, they had to compete for survival with
other and equally intelligent creatures of different physiognomy and
bodily form—all of these “if’s,” however fantastic or lugubrious, would
alter the character of the societies in which human beings live. If thumbs
were not opposable, or vision binocular, or reproduction sexual, the so-
cieties we know would not exist. For that matter, the situation envisaged
by the comic poet Samuel Hoffenstein—

Breathes there a man with hide so tough
Who says two sexes aren’t enough? *

would introduce some radical and possibly interesting changes into the
nature and character of society. For all of these absurd reasons, if for
no others, it is important at least to inquire into the role and operation of
the biological factors.

By biological factors we mean those having to do in general with the
genetic constitution of the human organism. They concern the things
we have and do because we are members of a particular species, be-

1 From Treasury of Humorous Verse by Samuel Hoffenstein. Published by
Liveright Publishers, New York. Copyright R 1955 David Hoffenstein. Copy-
right 1947 Liveright Publishing Corporation.
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cause we share the planet with other species, and because we live in a
somewhat delicate ecological balance with these others. Like the geo-
graphic factors, the biological elements are relatively autonomous, rela-
tively independent of our wishes and desires. We are informed on an-
cient authority that no one, by taking thought, can add one cubit to his
stature. Man is ineluctably a species of animal life, a species somewhat
presumptuously called “sapiens,” and the nature of this “wise” species
has something to do with the societies men construct. A race of morons
could not possibly produce a society in which the science of mathe-
matics would become an admired achievement—although it must im-~
mediately be said that a most gifted people might also fail to produce
such a science in the absence of factors of a different kind, to be dis-
cussed in the next chapter of this book.

To be more specific, some of the questions we wish to explore in this
chapter concern the respects in which societies do or do not resemble a
biological organism; the role of race and of racial differences in society;
the biological basis of race; race mixture; the relationships between
brain size and intelligence, anatomy and character, anatomy and crime,
and epidemiology and history, or pestilence and society; and finally the
problem of population. In short, in this chapter we seek to discover the
role that biological factors of various kinds play in the social life of man.
In the present state of our knowledge our conclusion, of course, will lack
precision. We cannot say, for example, that the ingredients of a given so-
cial situation are 20 per cent geographical, 30 per cent biological, and
50 per cent something else. To ask for such a quantitative answer is
meaningless. Nor can we expect a comprehensive answer. We can treat
only a few biological'factors, selected from a larger number. But if our
discussion is neither precise nor comprehensive, we want it at least to be
suggestive, to indicate the importance to society of the fact that its mem-
bers also belong to a biological species.?

1. Organisms and Organismic Analogies

The view that society itself is an organism, conforming to the laws that
govern other organisms, will doubtless seem curious to the contemporary
student. This idea, however, can be found throughout our Western his-
tory, and it received an especial impetus in 1859, with the publication of
Darwin’s Origin of Species. For a considerable period thereafter it was a

2 The sexual question will be treated separately, in Chapter 10.
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popular position in sociology, and the early sociological vocabulary,
heavily influenced by developments in biology, was consequently filled
with such terms as “organism,” “heredity,” “selection,” “variation,” “ac-
commodation,” “adaptation,” “instincts,” and “struggle for existence.”
As late as the third decade of this century a famous textbook in sociology
could use words like “parasitism,” “symbiosis,” and “commensalism” %—
all biological concepts. “Ecology,” another biological concept, was “sto-
len” from the botanists, and social ecology is now one of the important
subdivisions of sociology.

The notion that occupies us here is not that society is like an organism,
but that society—or, in earlier times, the state*—actually is an organism.
This notion can be found in some of the Greek philosophers, the think-
ers of the Orient, the Schoolmen of the Middle Ages, and so on down
to our own time. As suggested above, it became rampant in the latter
half of the nineteenth century and the beginning of the twentieth.

In the work of some writers of this persuasion we find assertions that
society has the same characteristics as a biological organism, including
multiplication, growth, differentiation, illness, death, regeneration, inte-
gration of parts, cohesion, purposivity, spirituality, structural perfectibil-
ity, and energy transformation. We find the view that the cell is the basic
unit, that tissue is a complex of cells, the organ a complex of tissues, the
person a complex of organs, and society a complex of persons—the pro-
gression making society the highest form of organism, with organism it-
self defined as “a united mass of living substance which is capable of
preserving itself under certain exterior conditions.” We find, too, the no-
tion that phenomena like armies, police, clothing, roofs, safes, and for-
tresses are “protective social tissue” corresponding to the epidermal tis-
sue of animals. We find the view that society, like other organisms, has
organs to serve it and that the state is masculine, the church feminine.
And we find the conclusion that, “since society is composed of living
creatures, it can be but a living creature.” It was ridiculously easy for
writers of this school to discover social counterparts for the nervous sys-
tem, the respiratory system, the digestive system, the reproductive sys-
tem, and all the other parts of the human anatomy.

And finally, we find in the works of the great Herbert Spencer himself
a chapter entitled “A Society Is an Organism,” with such additional

8 This term we shall use ourselves, in Chapter 13.
4The Greeks, for example, made no distinction between community and
society on the one hand and the state on the other.
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chapters as “The Sustaining System,” “The Distributing System,” and
“The Regulating System.” It was Spencer who attempted to transform a
biological theory—the theory of evolution—into a theory of society. For
Spencer the origin of societies was the same as the origin of species;
both societies and species were subject to the laws of evolution, a process
that he made perfectly “clear” in the following definition: “Evolution is
an integration of matter and concomitant dissipation of motion; during
which the matter passes from an indefinite, incoherent homogeneity to a
definite, coherent heterogeneity; and during which the retained motion
undergoes a parallel transformation.” The best comment on this “defini-
tion” was made by William James, the American philosopher, who
“translated” it as follows: “Evolution is a change from a no-howish un~
talkaboutable all-alikeness to a somehowish and in general talkabout-
able not-all-alikeness by continuous sticktogetherations and something-
elseifications.” This comment speaks for itself—we need add only that
the “organicists” themselves sooner or later submitted to criticisms of
their doctrines and abandoned them for more moderate analogies.®

The Darwinian conceptions of evolution, natural selection, and the
survival of the fittest came in this period to be applied not only to the
development of societies but also to art, literature, music, philosophy,
science, religion, and almost every other achievement of the mind of
man. “Evolution,” in fact, became the key word in all intellectual in-
quiry and Darwin and Spencer were the key names of an era in the
history of thought. Today, as an historian has sadly remarked, no one
reads Spencer any more and the brown backs of his volumes stand in
monotonous rows on the shelves of secondhand bookstores, unwanted
and unbought. Spencer surely deserves a better fate than this, and there
is reason to believe, as we shall suggest in a later chapter, that some of
his ideas, now summarily rejected, merit renewed reflection.

Whatever one may now say about Spencer and his sociological theory,
there is no doubt that the biological theories of the social structure have
met an honorable demise. No one today considers society a biological
organism or derives any but a momentary profit in so regarding it. Bio-
logical analogies, on the other hand, will doubtless persist; for it is often
convenient to say that in certain respects society or some part of it is like
an organism or some part of it, that some social processes resemble some

5 It is only fair to say that Spencer also discussed the ways in which societies
differ from organisms. The more extreme views are to be found in the works
of Lilienfeld, Schiffle, and Worms.
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biological or physiological processes, and that some social functions can
be compared with or are analogous to some organic functions. Thus, for
example, it does no harm to refer to the network of communications in
the United States as the nerve system of American society. It does no
harm, that is, if we always realize that such a comparison is merely an
analogy, a manner of speaking, a literary device with no intrinsic signifi-
cance. ,

There is one special type of biological analogy, as we shall have occa-
sion to observe later, that will almost certainly continue to appear. The
temptation to refer to the rise and fall of nations and of empires in terms
of the life cycle of organisms will probably never be wholly resisted by
philosophers of history. But the reader of these theories, like the sophis-
ticated student of sociology, will recognize that he is dealing with analo-
gies, not identities, and that where similarities of this sort arise they are
superficial and external. However well they may serve to illustrate,
they can seldom explain.

2. Race

So much has been written about racial differences, and so much suffered
because of them, that one begins a discussion of the subject with trepida-
tion. In the histories of all societies some of the darkest chapters tell of
torture and terror because the people who lived in them were visibly
different, in some respect or other, from people who lived somewhere
else, in some other society. And some of the fiercest pride has been
taken, too, in characteristics, genetic in origin, with which people them-
selves have had nothing to do, which are not human achievements in
any sense of the word but only biological accidents. All peoples, in fact,
have dreamed of a racial “purity” when there is no such purity any-
where in the world, except possibly in the most primitive and most iso-
lated of societies. It has taken us many thousands of years to learn that
there is only one species of mankind on earth—Homo sapiens—and
that we all belong to it.

The notion that “blood will tell,” however, that superior societies are
built by superior races, is both old and erroneous. One finds it in an-
cient religious writing, in classical literature and philosophy, in the
sacred books of the East, and indeed in the expressions of all peoples.
It is a belief retained by many people today, even in our own “enlight-
ened” country and century, and particularly by those who for one rea-
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son or another have been denied the benefits of education. It is not nec-
essary here to trace the history of an idea so persistent. Suffice it to say
that this belief was given perhaps its clearest intellectual expression in
the nineteenth century, in the writings of Count Arthur de Gobineau
and Houston Stewart Chamberlain. The work of these two men in partic-
ular, one a Frenchman and the other an Englishman, found its way into
the Nazi political philosophy and gave to Adolf Hitler the catastrophic
delusion that an “Aryan” was somehow superior to a Jew.

Early in the nineteenth century the notion took hold—in Germany
—that the Germans were a superior people.® Friedrich Schlegel, a
leader of the romantic movement in that country, was one of the first to
suggest that it was the Teutons who, by regenerating a decaying Roman
society, saved both Christianity and civilization. Around 1840 F. A. Pott
announced that the superlative gifts of the German clans would hence-
forth control the destinies of the European nations. Pott endowed these
clans “with one of those ‘irresistible impulses’ which constitute the meta-
physics of history and social theory, this particular one pushing them
ever westward in a path of conquest toward the setting sun.” 7 Schlegel
and Pott, however, were only two representatives of a point of view that
was to become an anvil chorus as the century ran its course.

Count Arthur de Gobineau published his Essai sur l'inégalité des races
humaines in four volumes during the years 1853 to 1855. In the dedica-
tion to this erudite and influential book he writes as follows:

Passing from one induction to another, I was gradually
penetrated by the conviction that the racial question over-
shadows all other problems in history, that it holds the key
to them all, and that the inequality of the races from whose

8In thus indicting the Germans, the student is urged to remember that a
similar indictment applies to all peoples, the most primitive as well as the
most civilized. Indeed, in many primitive languages the word for members
of one’s own society is also the word for human beings. It happens merely
that recent historical consequences were more serious in the German case.
" Frank H. Hankins, The Racial Basis of Civilization, Alfred A. Knopf, Inc.,
New York, 1926, p. 16. Hankins continues: “The magic of this impulse so
infected the imagination that so sound an anthropologist as E. B. Tylor a
generation later equipped this moving tide of humanity with a special Aryan
cart for the transport of wives and infants.” Our discussion follows that of

Hankins, whose outstanding book carries as its subtitle “A Critique of the
Nordic Doctrine.”
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fusion a people is formed is enough to explain the whole
course of its destiny.

And further:

I convinced myself at last that everything great, noble, and
fruitful in the works of man on this earth, in science, art, and
civilization, derives from a single starting point; it belongs to
one family alone, the different branches of which have reigned
in all the civilized countries of the universe.®

From premises and conclusions like these our author also finally “con-
vinces himself” that the races are in fact unequal, that there are su-
perior and inferior races. The first carry the torch of civilization; the
second are condemned to helplessness and historylessness. The latter are
unfortunately in the majority; they have been unable to produce any-
thing of cultural significance in spite of thousands of years of existence,
and their “organic sterility” is such that no environment, no matter how
favorable, can fertilize it. De Gobineau agrees that “the progress or stag-
nation of a people does not depend upon geographic conditions,” but he
raises to the rank of supreme importance another factor, the racial, to
which sociologists have to respond with a similar skepticism.

By superior race, of course, de Gobineau meant the so-called “Nor-
dic,” “Aryan,” or “white.” This, in the age of the gods, was the one ab-
solutely pure race, a race that an infusion of foreign blood has con-
stantly contaminated and that has consequently suffered degeneration.
Although “the white race originally possessed the monopoly of beauty,
intelligence and strength, by its union with other varieties hybrids were
created, which were beautiful without strength, strong without intelli-
gence, or, if intelligent, either weak or ugly.” And further, “peoples de-
generate only in consequence of the various admixtures of blood which
they undergo,” a degeneration which “corresponds exactly to the quan-
tity and quality of the new blood.” ® Race mixture was thus anathema to
de Gobineau. Indeed, he felt that amalgamation had proceeded to such
an alarming degree by the middle of the nineteenth century that no one
could view the future with anything but apprehension. Human beings
would grow progressively more alike, no race would be better than any
other, and mediocrity would triumph. Finally, “human herds, no longer
nations, weighted down by a mournful somnolence, will henceforth be

8 These two passages are quoted by Hankins, op. cit., p. 34.
9 Ibid., pp. 35-36.
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benumbed in their nullity, like buffaloes ruminating in the stagnant
meres of the Pontine marshes.” 10

The theories of Houston Stewart Chamberlain are similar to those of
de Gobineau in every respect except that they make less pretense at be-
ing scientific. Chamberlain’s book, which appeared some forty odd years
after de Gobinean’s (1899 to be exact), was translated into English with
the title Foundations of the Nineteenth Century. The author himself was
born in England, of aristocratic parents, but he carried on a lifelong love
affair with Germany, where he became a friend and follower of Richard
Wagner, the great composer, and married Wagner’s daughter. The admi-
ration was mutual. Chamberlain’s writings made the best-seller lists in
Germany and Kaiser Wilhelm encouraged their distribution by financial
appropriations. Indeed, as Hankins suggests, it was the work of Cham-
berlain that helped to create in the German people an illusion of a spe-
cial mission on earth, a mission touched by divinity, which gave them
not only the right but also the duty to march against inferior peoples. In
his book it is the Teuton who creates civilization. Civilization in fact is
synonymous with Teuton society. The superman is not merely an ideal-
ized hero invented by the philosopher Nietzsche.!* He exists. He is the
man with Teuton blood.

De Gobineau and Chamberlain are representatives of a point of view
that, as we have noted, has an ancient and dishonorable history. The
notion that civilization is synonymous with blood, or in any way a func-
tion of biology, is one that no evidence has been found to support.
When one considers the number of people who have devoted their lives
to seeking such evidence, he must be impressed by the fact that they
have consistently been unsuccessful, that none of the evidence they have
produced has remained immune from refutation or failed, in fact, to col-
lapse at the slightest touch of scientific criticism.

Count Arthur de Gobineau is one of the more respectable advocates
of a theory that, in the hands of others, has often descended to the lower
depths of degradation. These others it is unnecessary either to recount or
to contemplate. There is not the slightest reason to suppose that racial

10 Quoted by Pitirim A. Sorokin, Contemporary Sociological Theories, Harper
& Brothers, New York, 1928, p. 229.

11 Nietzsche, a contemporary of Chamberlain and, like him, a friend of
Wagner, did sing the praises of the superman. But he was also an opponent
of anti-Semitism and so little German in feeling that he perversely tried to
trace his own ancestry to Poland.
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factors as such have anything to do with the rise and fall of nations or
that, in the absence of other differences, there will be substantial dis-
similarities in the structures of the societies created and maintained by
different racial groupings of mankind.

3. The Biological Basis of Race

If we can accord no credence whatever to the views of the racial writ-
ers as just expressed, we have to exercise some caution in the opposite
direction lest we deny that racial differences do exist, that the members
of the human race can be classified into various subgroups in terms of
known and sometimes visible physical differences. Many sociologists,
appalled by the political uses to which these differences have been put,
have—in an excess of idealism perhaps—denied that races exist or that
discernible differences have a biological basis. They have been tempted
to tell us on the contrary that the notion of race is a myth or a super-
stition. This error may be on the side of the angels, but it is an error
nevertheless. Race may be a dangerous concept, but it is hardly a
mythical one. Let us inquire into this matter a little further.

There is a complex organic compound called phenylthiocarbamide—
PTC for short. Improbable as it may seem, some people in the world
can taste this substance and some cannot. It has been discovered in addi-
tion that the ability to taste it is inherited, that tasting ability is attributa-
ble to a dominant gene, nontasting to a recessive gene, and that about
70 per cent of Europeans and Americans are “tasters” and the remain-
ing 30 per cent “nontasters.” Even within the former group, however,
there is much variability; that is, some of the 70 per cent say that the
stuff tastes only mildly bitter, others swear that it is quite bitter, and still
others react so strongly that they become nauseated.

It has also been discovered that the percentages of tasters and non-
tasters differ in various parts of the world, that the incidence of tasting,
for example, is relatively high among American Indians and Chinese
and relatively low among the Eskimos. As just mentioned, these are
genetic differences; they have to do with the genes, with biological in-
heritance. Nevertheless, we do not classify all human beings into two
races on the basis of this biological difference—tasters and nontasters.
Why don’t we?

Within recent years, no later than 1940, it was discovered that some-
times there is a blood incompatibility between mothers and their own
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babies and that this is due to the presence or absence of an “Rh” factor,
so-called because knowledge about it was gained first through experi-
ments with Rhesus monkeys. This Rh substance is also produced
through the operation of a dominant gene and is present in the blood of
85 per cent of white persons and absent in the blood of the remaining
15 per cent. When an Rh-negative mother carries an Rh-positive baby
(in which the father’s gene, being dominant, prevails), a serious type of
anemia or jaundice, called erythroblastosis foetalis, can develop that is
frequently, but not always, fatal to the baby.!?

As in the case of tasting, percentage figures on the presence of the Rh
factor differ in various parts of the world. If the ratio is 85 per cent posi-
tive to 15 per cent negative among white persons, it is 92 per cent posi-
tive to 8 per cent negative among American Negroes, and almost 100
per cent positive among Chinese, Japanese, and American Indians.
Again let us note that this is a genetic or hereditary characteristic; it is a
result of the genes that people carry. Nevertheless we do not classify all
human beings into two races on the basis of this biological difference—
Rh positives and Rh negatives. Why don’t we?

The readers of this book already know that there are four different
blood types, A, B, AB, and O, which are important to distinguish for
the purpose of transfusions. These differences in blood groups are also
genetic, the genes for types A and B, which are of almost equal strength,
being dominant over the genes for type O. It is also known that there
is a different incidence of these types in various parts of the world. A
high percentage of American Indians, for example, have blood type O,
but the Blackfoot and Blood tribes in Montana constitute an important
exception in that they predominate in type A. Asiatic peoples have a
high proportion of group B, but this group is also characteristic of
Abyssinians and of the Pygmies in the Belgian Congo. Peoples living in
widely separated parts of the world—Eskimos, Portuguese, and Aus-
tralian aborigines—resemble one another quite closely in blood-type
distribution. Once again, these blood types are a genetic or hereditary
factor; they result from the genes that people carry. Nevertheless we do
not classify all human beings into four different races, called A, B, AB,
and O, based upon this biological index. Why don’t we?

Everybody knows, finally, that some people have dark skins and
some have light skins. Except for the influence of ultraviolet rays upon

12 Blood transfusions at birth have now reduced the mortality rate almost to
zero.
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those addicted to sun bathing (or “sun baking,” as the Australians call
it), skin color too is a genetic trait and one that a given individual is
unable to change or modify in any permanent way. Skin color is deter-
mined by various pigments, all of which are present in all human be-
ings. The differences are due to different combinations of these pigments
and these differences are hereditary. Some descendants of African tribes
have relatively light skins, some East Indians have fairly dark skins, and
Americans exhibit skin coloration ranging from the very light to the very
dark. Nevertheless, we classify human beings into at least two different
races, Negro and white, on the basis of difference in skin color. Why do
we?

People can obviously be classified into various groups in terms of the
four variables we have now mentioned—the ability to taste phenyl-
thiocarbamide, the presence or absence of the Rh factor in the blood,
the blood type in general, and skin color. There are many other genetic
variables that might also have been cited, but these four should be suf-
ficient for our purposes here. The point we wish to make is that each of
the four variables described is independent of the other three. People
who are quite similar with respect to one of them may be quite different
with respect to the others. The classification of people into groups on the
basis of these genetic factors, therefore, is quite arbitrary. The differ-
ences exist, to be sure, and they are genetic, but on biological grounds it
is clearly arbitrary to select one rather than another as a basis for classifi-
cation.

Even if we arbitrarily select criteria for classification and arrange the
population of the earth into groups in terms of them, it is often difficult,
if not impossible, to place particular individuals into these groups. It is
even more difficult to maintain that there is a racial type or average
member of such a group. As a distinguished biologist, Paul Amos
Moody, has written:

No individual ever is “average”; each individual differs
from every other in some respects (“identical” twins most
closely approach an exception to this statement). We find the
same situation when we attempt to classify individuals as be-
longing to one race or another. John Doe, for example, has
dark brown skin and kinky hair; he belongs to blood group
A, is Rh-positive, round-headed, and a “taster.” Richard Roe
has dark brown skin and wavy hair; he belongs to blood
group B, is Rh-negative, long-headed, and a “non-taster.” De-
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spite all the differences between them people generally would
classify them both as Negroes on the basis of their one point
of similarity: dark brown skin. A third individual, George
Goe, has little skin pigment, has wavy hair, belongs to blood
group B, is Rb-negative, long-headed, and a “non-taster.”
Despite the many similarities between George and Richard
people generally would probably not classify them as belong-
ing to the same race, their decision being based on the single
point that George has little skin pigment while Richard has
much.*®

Professor Moody continues:

Of course our imaginary example is oversimplified; many
more characteristics than these are involved in classifying
people. But the other characteristics are of the same kind as
those mentioned, and when we classify individuals as belong-
ing to this race or that we are being just as arbitrary in placing
emphasis upon some characteristics and ignoring others as we
were in classifying our three hypothetical individuals above.*

Why, as Professor Moody asks, does our greatest lack of perspective
concern skin color? For this there can be no sound—or even unsound
—biological reason. In terms of the perpetuation of the species, for exam-
ple, one can construct a most cogent argument for developing “race”
prejudices against those whose blood has a different Rh factor from our
own, and this is an argument that would have a genetic foundation. We
might similarly develop a biological argument for prejudice against
those with different blood types because their incompatibility would in-
terfere with the facility of transfusions at a time, let us say, of atomic
crisis. The reason we choose skin color rather than blood type as a basis
for classification and consequent prejudice is apparently that differ-
ences in skin color are visible and differences in blood type are not. The
reason is thus seen to be sociological in character and not only biologi-
cal. The same conclusion would apply to any other characteristic or
trait, visible or invisible, that we might happen to choose.

There is another kind of argument often presented by those who seek
biological evidence for the alleged superiority of whites over Negroes.
It is contended that in the evolutionary design of nature whites have

13 Paul Amos Moody, Introduction to Evolution, Harper & Brothers, New

York, 1953, p. 232.
14 Ibid.
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evolved farther than Negroes from their common simian ancestry, that
whites are thus biologically “ahead” in the line of biological develop-
ment and that Negroes have lagged behind.

To support this view its protagonists point to three differences in par-
ticular. They say that Negroes on the average have darker skin, longer
arms in relation to total bodily height, and a greater degree of progna-
thism (that is, a more obtrusive or protruding jaw). All three of these
assertions, incidentally, happen to be true. The inference then is readily
drawn that in all three respects Negroes are “closer” to the order of
primates than whites are and the desired conclusion is triumphantly pro-
claimed. It is an argument, however, that also works in reverse. It hap-
pens to be true, too, that whites on the average have relatively thin lips,
that they have straight rather than curly hair, and that they have much
more bodily hair than Negroes. In these three characteristics it is clear
that whites are “closer” to the order of primates than Negroes. This re-
verse conclusion, however, is seldom drawn.

As a matter of fact, it is interesting to note—and the foregoing exam-
ple is an excellent illustration—that the most remarkable ingenuity has
been expended in efforts to prove that one group of mankind is somehow
superior to another. As previously mentioned, however, none of these ef-
forts, ingenious and strenuous as they have been, has produced any find-
ings able to survive contradiction. Of all the arguments that have been
advanced by all kinds of investigators, “scientific” and otherwise, not one
remains as acceptable evidence for such superiority.

One argument, which even convinced a number of men of science for
a while, may merit an additional word, although both the circumstances
and the conclusions now seem archaic. When psychologists and other
scientists began to study the results of the Army Alpha intelligence tests
administered to inductees in World War I, the facts seemed steadily to
point in the same direction. There could be no doubt whatever that
white soldiers on the average made higher scores than Negro soldiers.
Was this the final, long-sought scientific proof that whites are more in-
telligent than Negroes? Many were inclined to answer in the affirmative,
and this answer even found its way into some of the textbooks of the
time.

More extended study, however, disclosed other interesting results. Ur-
ban dwellers on the average made higher scores than rural dwellers, and
Northerners on the average made higher scores than Southerners. Where
is the racial factor here? Furthermore, when the figures were taken in



80 | THE NATURAL CONDITIONS OF HUMAN SOCIETY

different combinations, still other facts emerged. It was discovered, for
example, that Northern urban Negroes made higher scores on the aver-
age than did Southern rural whites. Thus the factor of race was over-
whelmed by the factors of education and opportunity, and one more bit
of biological “evidence” for racial superiority followed its predecessors
into the discard.

4. Mankind—One Species

Red squirrels and gray squirrels in the forests of this country do not inter-
breed with each other. They thus constitute two different species of the
same genus. Since an interchange of genes does not occur between them,
they are said by biologists to be in a situation of reproductive isolation,
a situation in which species do not interbreed even when they have the
(geographic) opportunity to do so. Reproductive isolation can result
from a number of factors. In the first place, copulation between males
and females may be impossible because of gross lack of fit between the
genital organs. This is frequently the case in the animal and insect king-
dom and is sometimes called mechanical isolation. In the second place,
interbreeding may be impossible because the breeding seasons of two
species may not coincide. This is frequently true with respect to different
kinds of insects and flowers.

In other cases copulation is possible and does occur between members
of different species but does not—for one or more of several reasons—
result in an effective exchange of genes. Such reasons include (1) fail-
ure of the sperm to fertilize the ovum; (2) inviability of the resulting
hybrids, that is, inability to live; or (3) sterility of the resulting hybrids
even in the instances when they reach sexual maturity (mules are per-
baps the best-known example in this category).!®

The point about reproductive isolation is that it occurs only in subhu-
man orders of species. It is unknown to mankind. Every kind of normal
man on earth can mate fruitfully with every kind of normal woman, pro-

15 What happens when a man mates with an ape is the subject of a brilliant
satirical novel entitled, in translation, You Shall Know Them (Little, Brown
& Company, Boston, 1953). The author, a Frenchman named Jean Bruller,
wrote it under the pseudonym of Vercors. He poses a question which has
serious legal, sociological, and philosophical implications: Is the human fa-
ther who kills the offspring of the mating guilty of infanticide? In short, what
does it mean to be human?
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ducing offspring who are viable and who, at sexual maturity, will have a
similar facility. Various peoples, of course, are geographically isolated
from others, and this separation, over long periods of time, has resulted
in the differences that we can today observe between South African Bush-
men, let us say, and Polar Eskimos, between the American Indians of the
Southwest and the Arabs of North Africa. Such differences come about
through natural selection and through the perpetuation of certain muta-
tions that appear to be favorable, or at least not unfavorable, in certain
geographic regions. But there is not, and so far as we know has never
been, reproductive isolation among humankind. The organs fit, and sex
knows no season.’® In other words, all men now on earth belong to one
and the same species.

The races of mankind are thus seen to be subspecies rather than spe-
cies, the distinguishing characteristics of the former being (1) absence
of reproductive isolation and (2) a smaller degree of genetic differenti-
ation. “The differences between races,” as Moody says in his discussion
of the subject, “are more likely to take the form of variations in fre-
quencies of occurrence of certain genmes than they are to mani-
fest themselves in the form of possession of certain genes by one race,
with absence of those genes in another.” 1 His conclusion on the matter
merits attention:

Modern races are descendants of ancient races, but prob-
ably no one modern race is the descendant of any one ancient
race alone. Our inability to draw any clear-cut lines between
races gives added confidence that such is the case. The genes
have been continually “reshuffled” as time, in geologic copi-
ousness, has gone by.18

If races, as subspecies, do exist, what are they? Most authorities now
classify them into four groups that exhibit geographical and minor ge-
netic differences. These are Mongolians, Caucasians, Negroes, and Aus-
traloids. These were never “pure” races, however, and in any event their
differences are probably doomed to ultimate extinction. The world has
become so small that race intermixture is increasing rather than decreas-
ing, pockets of relative geographic isolation are disappearing, and it is

18 One is reminded of La Rochefoucauld, who said, “Man is the only animal
that drinks when he is not thirsty, eats when he is not hungry, and makes love
at all seasons.”

17 Moody, op. cit., p. 229.

18 Ibid., p. 234.
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doubtful if genetic mutations, if and when they occur, can be limited to
any one of these groupings.

The current inhabitants of the United States of America, including
presumably all of the readers of this book, are the most hopelessly mixed
up of all peoples. Unless they are direct descendants of American In-
dians, a small statistical chance, their ancestors came in recent times
from every continent. Most, of course, came from Europe, and Europe
was previously the most mixed-up place on the globe. The Irish, for ex-
ample, are a mixture of Picts, Scandinavians, Asturians, Spaniards, Celts,
Campignians, Angles, Normans, and Norsemen. The English are a mix-
ture of Celts, Danes, Romans, Normans, Belgae, Beaker Folk, Angles,
Saxons, and Jutes; the Germans of Celts, Vikings, Romans, Franks, Slavs,
Huns, and Saxons; and the Italians of Etruscans, Sabines, Latins, Goths,
Gauls, Normans, Phoenicians, Greeks, Germans, Swabians, Franks, and
Saxons.*® The origins of most other national groups are similarly diverse.
After coming to the United States, moreover, families often became even
more mixed up, so that many present-day Americans, the end products
of these events, are mixtures of mixtures. But now, in any event, all can
claim the same nationality. It must be remembered, however, that there
is no American race. There is only one human species to which all men,
for better or worse, belong. This is a biological fact, but not yet, unfortu-
nately, a social fact.

We may summarize these observations on race as follows. Biological
differences do exist between peoples, and these differences enable us to
classify them into several distinctive groupings. The classifications them-
selves will differ, however, depending upon the criterion that is chosen. If
we happen to choose skin color we get one set of groups; head shape
gives us another, stature still another, and so on. Peoples who have in-
habited the same general regions of the earth over long periods of time
and who have been geographically isolated from other peoples show dif-
ferences of skin color attributable to the operation of such factors as light
and heat. But there is no reproductive isolation among human beings.

We may call these different groups races if we wish—we have to call
them something, and to deny the differences is to commit an error at
least as serious as to exaggerate them—but differences of this biological

19 Amram Scheinfeld, The New You and Heredity, J. B. Lippincott Com-
pany, Philadelphia, 1950, pp. 496-497. This chapter owes a heavier debt to
Mr. Scheinfeld’s altogether excellent book than we have been able hitherto
to acknowledge.
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kind have nothing to do in any sense with the superiority or inferiority of
one group with respect to another. Skin color has no more to do with his-
torical achievement than has stature, and stature has no more influence
in this regard than does the curious ability of some and not others to taste
phenylthiocarbamide. Homo sapiens is one genus and one species.

It would be pleasant if we could conclude our discussion of race with
these biological observations. Unfortunately, as a distinguished sociolo-
gist, W. I. Thomas, once said, “If people define situations as real they are
real in their consequences.” If people believe that one race is superior to
another, their belief has consequences. The consequences are social,
however, rather than biological, and we shall explore them in a later
chapter of this book. The fact that there are minor biological differences
between the races of mankind has nothing to do with the societies these
races construct. The belief that these differences are important, however,
can have a great deal to do with the character of their societies. It is this
second question that will later detain our attention.

5. Brain Size and Intelligence

One biological factor would seem to have a great deal to do with hu-
man actions and events and would normally elicit, therefore, the sociolo-
gist’s attention. We refer to brain size or cranial capacity. Evolutionary
increase in brain size, at a constant or inconstant rate, might be expected
to explain, at least in part, the evolution of human societies. As one
writer has put it, “There seems to be some significance in the fact that
the most primitive human beings, the first toolmakers, had room in their
skulls for about one thousand cubic centimetres of brain, whereas chim-
panzees must get along with six hundred cubic centimetres.” 20

On the other hand, as this same writer suggests, the construction of
cranial indices is an exercise that has its quirks. If brain weight alone
were an infallible criterion of intelligence, then whales and elephants
would have a decided advantage over men. When we put the picture
into proper perspective, however, we discover that it is not brain weight
by itself, but the proportion of brain weight to total bodily weight that
should be taken into account. On this reckoning the proportion for the
whale is 1 to 8,500 whereas that of man is 1 to 50.2! The absolute size

20 Richard Lewinsohn, Animals, Men and Myths, Harper & Brothers, New
York, 1954, p. 50.
21 Authorities give different figures, ranging from 1:44 to 1:50.
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would therefore seem to have a great deal less importance than the
proportionate size. But the quirks remain. In contemporary slang we
characterize our stupid friends as “bird brains,” and yet the proportion
of brain weight to body weight in birds—1 to 35—is higher than in
men. In the capuchin monkey the proportion is 1 to 17.5 and in the
newborn human infant it is 1 to 6. For that matter, the brains of adult
males are significantly larger than the brains of adult females, but female
brains on the other hand are somewhat larger in proportion to total
bodily weight. Brain size in short, whether absolute or relative, seems
to have little direct relationship with intelligence. That some gross rela-
tionship exists is doubtless true, but its precise nature has so far defied ex-
act scientific statement.

In any event, the fossil evidence seems to indicate that there has been
no substantial change in the size of the human brain in the last 200,000
years. The Neanderthal man had a brain almost as large as ours. He
would be an asset to a contemporary football team and, like other ath-
letic assets, he could probably get through college without too much
difficulty. The problem seems to be not how to grow bigger brains but
how to make better use of the ones we have.?? As a matter of fact, there
is no evidence that any part of the human body is now involved in an
evolutionary process. It is true that American college students of the
present generation are taller and heavier than their parents, and that
coeds have bigger feet, but it is doubtful whether these changes represent
a genuine evolutionary development in the biological sense. Most stu-
dents of the subject prefer to attribute them to improved nutrition, living
conditions, and medical care and to the consequent diminution in the
incidence of childhood diseases.?® It is possible, in fact indeed even
probable, that not evolution but rather the reverse has set to work on our

22 On the brain in general, see the interesting little book entitled The Physical
Basis of Mind, ed. by Peter Laslett, The Macmillan Company, New
York, 1950. It contains a series of lectures delivered over the British Broad-
casting Corporation by some of the most distinguished anatomists, neurolo-
gists, physiologists, physicians, and philosophers in England.

23 Dr. Harry L. Shapiro, Curator of Physical Anthropology at the American
Museum of Natural History, is an exception. He points out that people are
growing taller in other parts of the world too, in places like Japan and
Hawaii and Western Europe, and that increased stature has appeared as well
in such “backward” parts of the United States as the Ozark mountain hills
and the “Tobacco Road” country of the South.
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human species. Consider, for example, the following observations of
Julian Huxley:

In the human phase, the biological mechanisms of evolu-
tion—physical heredity and natural selection—are now sub-
sidiary to the psycho-social ones. Though undoubtedly man’s
genetic nature changed a great deal during the long proto-
human stage, there is no evidence that it has been in any im-
portant way improved since the time of the Aurignacian cave
men. What has been improved since then are the tools of
action and thought and the ways of accumulating and utiliz-
ing experience: and these improvements have had truly pro-
digious results in a very brief period of time. Indeed, during
this period it is probable that man’s genetic nature has de-
generated and is still doing so. In general, the more elaborate
social life is, the more it tends to shield individuals from the
action of natural selection; and when this occurs, as we have
already seen, harmful mutations accumulate instead of being
weeded out. As a result of this process, there can be no rea-
sonable doubt that the human species today is burdened with
many more deleterious mutant genes than can possibly exist
in any species of wild creature.2*

We have indulged in these few remarks on biological evolution, not
because the subject requires discussion in an introductory textbook in
sociology, but because we want to emphasize the absence of correlation
between the changes that have taken place on the biological level and
those that occur on the historical level. It is logically impossible, as we
have noted before, to explain a variable by a constant. Social phenomena
can seldom be explained by reference back to biological foundations.
The biological differences between people can seldom, if ever, explain
their social differences. Biological factors supply the necessary conditions
for human social life but, like the geographical factors, they fail to ex-
plain its manifold variations or subtle complications. For this explana-
tion we need recourse to other factors.

24 Julian Huxley, Evolution in Action, Harper & Brothers, New York, 1953,
pp. 172-173.
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6. Physical Type and Social Career

If neither race nor brain size has anything directly to do with social phe-
nomena—that is, if these biological causes do not directly produce social
results—can we find some other physical characteristic that does? We
have to concede, of course, that a certain collocation of biological fac-
tors is required for the appearance of a particular social effect. For exam-
ple, it is unlikely that a tone-deaf person will ever become a virtuoso on
the violin, that a very frail person will establish a world’s record in the
shot-put, or that a very stupid one will make world-shattering contribu-~
tions to mathematical physics. There is no certainty, on the other hand,
that talent will express itself in the absence of social opportunities to do
so. And it is clear that persons with absolute pitch, huge muscles, and
high intelligence do not automatically become violinists, shot-putters,
and mathematicians if they happen to be born in societies in which there
are no such activities as violin playing, shot-putting, and mathematical
inference. Again we are encouraged to conclude, in accordance with our
useful formula, that biological factors supply the necessary but not the
sufficient conditions for the appearance of social phenomena of this sort.
Biological factors, like the geographical, govern the possible, not the
actual, in human societies.

The quest for biological correlates of social phenomena, however, has
never ceased. Psychologists, for example, are always interested in possi-
ble relationships between physical type and temperament. In classical an-
tiquity it was believed that the body was filled with, or composed of, four
liquids or “humours”—blood, phlegm, black bile, and yellow bile—and
that temperament depended upon an excess of one or another of them.
An excess of blood, for example, made a sanguine person (cheerful,
hopeful, warm, ardent, confident), an excess of phlegm a phlegmatic
one (lethargic, dull, sluggish, apathetic), an excess of black bile a mel-
ancholic one (depressed, sad, pensive), and an excess of yellow bile a
choleric one (angry, irascible, irritable). This theory prevailed from the
time of Hippocrates (460?-377? B.c.) to the time of Shakespeare and
beyond.?® Remember Shakespeare’s Caesar attaching suspicion to those
who are too lean?

25 The theory of Hippocrates, incidentally, is related to the metaphysical
views of the earlier Pythagorean philosophers, who held that all things were
compounded of four primary and fundamental qualities—the hot, the cold,
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Let me have men about me that are fat,
Sleek-headed men and such as sleep o’ nights.
Yond Cassius has a lean and hungry look,

He thinks too much; such men are dangerous.?¢

Efforts to find linkages like these between physical characteristics and
personality still appear today. Among the better known of these, per-
haps, are Kretschmer’s and, more recently, W. H. Sheldon’s. Kretschmer
found three different physical types, which he called the “asthenic”
(lean), the “pyknic” (fat), and the “athletic” (athletic!), plus a “dys-
plastic” type, a classification for those who do not fit into the other three
categories. These types are supposedly associated with different kinds of
personality.?” Of Kretschmer, however, we hear very little these days, and
a comprehensive textbook of psychology published in 1952 mentions
neither his theory nor his name.?® The theories of W. H. Sheldon, on the
contrary, have a rather extensive contemporary vogue. Sheldon and his
followers want to “somatotype” the universe, that is, to classify all people
into three bodily types—endomorphic, mesomorphic, and ectomorphic—
to which (he contends) are closely related three temperamental types—
viscerotonic, somatotonic, and cerebrotonic—and also three psychiatric
types—manic, paranoid, and heboid.

It is unnecessary for us to discuss this new variety of an ancient doc-
trine. “Characterology,” as this branch of study is sometimes called, may
legitimately attract the interest of the psychologist. The sociologist, how-
ever, wants to know whether certain bodily or physical characteristics are
correlated, not with personality, character, or temperament, but with cer-
tain social phenomena. Is there any situation in which it can be asserted
that a particular biological factor A causes a particular social phenome-
non B? Let us consider the question with respect to a single social
phenomenon, the phenomenon of crime.

the wet, and the dry—and that these themselves, in combination, character-
ized the four elements—earth, air, fire, and water.

268 Julius Caesar, 1, ii.

27 Ernst Kretschmer, Physique and Character, Harcourt, Brace and Com-
pany, Inc., 1925.

28 Ross Stagner and T. F. Karwoski, Psychology, McGraw-Hill Book Com-
pany, Inc., New York, 1952.
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7. Anatomy and Crime

The first serious social scientist to maintain that criminal behavior has
an organic origin was the Italian scholar Cesare Lombroso. According to
him criminals can be identified by certain physical traits, or stigmata,
including a slanting forehead; prognathism, or jutting jaw; heavy eye-
brows; and either excessive hairiness or no hair at all. This theory,
though it was found to be erroneous, proved to have important conse-
quences in the stimulation it gave to studies in criminal anthropology.
The great mistakes in the history of thought, as we know, have often
had more significant results than trivial truths. The theory itself, more-
over, is one that neither dies nor fades away. Every so often someone res-
urrects it and strives again to find an organic basis for criminal behavior.
In our own generation the most important theory of this kind has been
propounded by the late Earnest A. Hooton, for many years a professor of
physical anthropology at Harvard University.

Hooton and his associates devoted twelve years to a painstaking study
of the bodily characteristics of criminals in an effort to find anatomical
differences between them and noncriminals. They measured a criminal
population of 13,873 male convicts in ten different states and a control,
or noncriminal, group of 3,203, the latter including bathers on a Massa-
chusetts beach, members of a company of militia, a few outpatients of a
hospital, and a group of firemen in Nashville, Tennessee. In these
studies such indices as chest breadth, head circumference, upper face
height, nose height, and ear length, among many others, were carefully
recorded. At the end of their labors the investigators concluded with
enthusiasm that criminals, in comparison with noncriminals, were defi-
cient in all of these indices. They went further and attempted to discover
correlations between different racial types and kinds of crimes, conclud-
ing, for example, that Mediterranean types are high in crimes of violence,
like murder and rape, and low in forgery whereas Nordic types, on the
contrary, are high in the commission of fraud and forgery but low in
crimes of violence.

It need hardly be said that if efforts such as these, from Lombroso to
Hooton, could succeed they would indeed indicate the importance of
biological factors in the incidence of criminal behavior. Unfortunately,
however, none of these attempts has managed to resist successful rebut-
tal. The notions that criminals are somehow biologically or organically
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inferior and that this inferiority is the cause of their criminal behavior
rest upon the shakiest of empirical and rational foundations. Using pre-
cisely the same reasoning as Hooton does, one could contend that males,
since they commit ten times as many crimes as females and since they are
biologically different from females, ought systematically to be “weeded
out” of the population.?® More recently, W. H. Sheldon, the “somatotyp-
ist” mentioned above, has attempted to apply his theory to an explanation
of criminal behavior, and this approach too has been subjected to such
serious criticism that no sociologist can currently accept it, at least in its
present form.%°

In other words, the association between delinquent or criminal behav-
ior and bodily type, in spite of the best efforts of serious scholars and
scientists, has at the moment to be awarded the Scottish verdict of “not
proven.” We do not yet know whether there is a relationship between
these two variables or, if there is, whether it is merely coincidental or
genuinely causal. There may be a tendency for people with certain bodily
malformations to become freaks, so to speak, in circus side shows and in
carnivals, and here the linkage is a reasonable one,® but a similar rela-
tionship does not, so far as we now know, exist between ‘“‘organic in-
feriority” and criminal conduct. Indeed, the critics of Hooton have ex-

29 This facetious suggestion is made by the late criminologist, Edwin H.
Sutherland, in a devastating review of Hooton’s book The American Criminal.
See the Journal of Criminal Law and Criminology, vol. 19, March~April,
1939, pp. 911-914. See also the long critical essay on Hooton’s work entitled
“Crime and the Anthropologist,” by Robert K. Merton and M. F. Ashley-
Montagu, American Anthropologist, vol. 42, no. 3, July—September, 1940,
Pp. 384-408.

80 William H. Sheldon, Varieties of Delinquent Youth: An Introduction to
Constitutional Psychiatry, Harper & Brothers, New York, 1949; and, in
criticism, Edwin H. Sutherland, “Critique of Sheldon’s Varieties of Delin-
quent Youth,” American Sociological Review, vol. 16, no. 1, February,
1951, pp. 10-13. On this issue see in addition Sheldon Glueck and Eleanor
Glueck, Unraveling Juvenile Delinquency, The Commonwealth Fund, New
York, 1950; and the response by Donald R. Taft, “Implication of the Glueck
Methodology for Criminological Research,” Journal of Criminal Law, Crimi-
nology, and Police Science, vol. 42, no. 3, September—October, 1951, pp.
300-316.

81 Although even here the malformation would be only a necessary and not
a sufficient factor. We do not know the number of people with similar mal-
formations who do not adopt this occupation.
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posed the circularity of the reasoning he uses to deduce this relationship.
He infers the “organic inferiority” from the criminal conduct and then
posits the former as the cause of the latter.

Our general conclusion about anatomy and society is that their rela-
tionship at best is a tenuous one. Physique and temperament may be re-
lated, but so far no one has been able to exhibit a sufficient number of
relevant facts or to construct an adequate theory of the relationship. The
notion that a jutting jaw or a low forehead predisposes a man to crime
wins no more credence than that red hair predisposes a girl to outbursts
of temper. Are fat men addicted to jollity, pale men to poetry, long-fin-
gered men to surgery, and weak-eyed men to the reading of books? In
legend and literature the answer, perhaps, is in the affirmative. In sociol-
ogy the negative view prevails.

8. Animals, Insects, and Microbes

This is not, unfortunately, the place to do it, but a fascinating tale can be
spun about the influence of animals and insects and microbes upon hu-
man beings and their societies. The planet, after all, does not belong
solely to us, the species that studies it and writes about it. It belongs also
to herrings and hyenas, to lice and lions, to cows and corn borers, to
giraffes and gypsy moths. We are only one species among many and we
exist in a kind of delicate ecological balance with these others. We prey
upon some of them and they, of course, return the compliment. Nature
exhibits an endless cycle of ea